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This book is a work of fiction. While certain incidents are taken 
randomly from personal accounts and historical records, the 
names, characters, places, and, for the greater part, situations, are 
either the product of the author’s imagination or are used 
fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, 
events, or locales, is entirely coincidental. 


To Noreen Louise O'Hara (1966-2008) 


She re-read her first-person story. 

It was painful. 

The last assignment for a high-school creative writing class, she 
was quite relieved to have done with it. 

She looked at her story. She thought it sucked. 

"Which probably means it'll go over great guns in class." 

Or at least it might, if nobody had read Judy Bloom as she had. 
She felt the story had started out satisfactorily enough. 
Somewhere along the line, she'd lost the plot, the result of taking 
too much feedback to heart. She began to wonder how much of it 
could be improved, or if it needed to be improved at all. With this 
story, as with the last two she'd written, she found that the rules 
she was subjected to constrained her, serving only to feed her 
disinterest. What she'd intended to be the major climax had 
arrived too soon, so she downplayed it into a minor affair, despite 
feedback to the contrary. She figured it to be as ready as it would 
ever be. Still, she was disappointed in her work, and with herself. 

Marie took the only logical course of action given the situation. 
She filed her assignment in a folder, got up, softly hammed Fuck 
This Shit, and walked out of the school library. 

Her father, Peter, had moved house in the middle of the school 
year but figured that it was in his kids' best interest that they stay 
at the same school. Marie's brother, Gordie, usually stuck around 
his friends late enough on some days for Peter to come pick him 
up on the way home from work. Post-completion, she had no 


further inclination to stick around school. She wanted to explore. 
K 


Rolling steel on jointed rail. The El ca-clack-ca-clacked between 
the vertical concrete. Odour of creosote wafted through open 
windows from wooden ties under rails. She thought it strange for 
a modern transit system but loved riding it: It hummed and beat 
Chicago. She wondered might she accidentally catch a glimpse 
through someone’s window of two people popping and/or 
locking. The thought of it amused her. 

It was her afternoon off from work. She never took two days off 
in a row. She liked living life on her toes. She figured to spend 
some of her free time strolling around downtown, looking at and 
slightly jeering motorists stuck in the trickle-flow of afternoon 
rush hour. 

"Suckers", she thought, laughing on the inside, hoping that one 
day this wouldn't be her being laughed at by others. 

Only two more weeks left in her job, well-timed with the end of 
the school year. She'd given her notice yesterday. In some ways, 
she regretted doing so. She'd taken a liking to her manager, an 
assertive but otherwise non-threatening single man who had his 
shy moments whenever he wasn't in full managerial mode. She 
thought it was cute. She might've let him know at some point that 
she could've taken it beyond mere liking, had it not been for him 
being her boss. There was also the teensy detail that she was a 
minor and he wasn't. 

"Tf only I'd been born earlier." 

She got her usual dark roast coffee at a Starbucks in the Loop, 
near DePaul. She loved her dark roast coffee, especially from 
Starbucks. She had already tried their dark roast coffee in at least 
four other cities and never gotten tired of it. Its predictability was 
its charm. She'd read in some magazine, lying around a Starbucks, 
about an actress from ER saying Starbucks coffee tasted pretty 
much the same no matter where you went. 

"She got that right." 

Coffee in hand, sipping it carefully, she walked along Wabash, 
tunes by Dungen playing through earbuds. Gordie had given her a 
CD of their music last Christmas. She didn't understand the 
Swedish they were singing in, but the music was pretty trippy. 
She liked trippy. 


She noticed across the street what was going to be bad news for 
Peter: One of his favourite restaurants was to close. Something 
about a parking garage or an expansion of some hotel. She wasn't 
sure. She was sure that Peter took visitors there whenever they 
came to Chicago and he loved going there on occasion with his 
friends. 

"Now he'll have a big task ahead of him, finding a new watering 
hole and steak house", she lamented for him. 


A time in the Loop. Another elevated train. She was back in her 
neighbourhood. She wasn't yet in the mood to go home. She had 
one place to visit first. 

She loved Chicago and all its sights and sounds. She'd found her 
groove and territory almost as soon as she moved to it from 
Montreal before her 11th birthday. But somewhere along the way, 
the whole idea that things start to change for the better as 14 
becomes 15 didn't quite apply to Marie. She had a hard time 
holding onto whichever friends didn't move away; those who had 
remained blossomed into age 15 and found other things to 
captivate and fascinate them, Marie no longer holding their 
interest. Yesterday's new kid was now the day-after's been-and- 
done. 

Marie had the appearance and personality of someone that 
nobody could ignore, and some were still friendly enough with 
her, but they seemed a rarer occurrence to her, preferring to do 
other things, be in other places, be with other people. Marie 
figured "whatever". She kept her eyes open for any new prospect 
but she started to feel as if she was outgrowing Chicago. She felt 
it possible to see it in a different, maybe even better, way at an 
older age. That older age had yet to arrive, and she wasn't about to 
get bored waiting for it. 

In some ways, she didn't regret that she was going to leave. Her 
parents had divorced when she and Gordie were quite young and 
had an agreement in place, that the children were to take turns 
living with each of them. Marie and Gordie lived with their 
mother, Josianne, at first in Montreal, Josianne's place of origin, 
but then returned to live with Peter after Marie finished Grade 5, 


where she'd left behind a small coterie of seemingly inseparable 
friends there. 

Since moving to Chicago, she hadn't thought much about those 
friends. A teacher of theirs once dubbed them "The Unholy 
Three" for all the trouble they used to cause. She thought of those 
friends whenever she came across something from the scrapbook 
she kept, or even from the back pages of her baby book, 
something her mother insisted she keep at all times. It was during 
times like that when she wondered how those friends were doing 
and where could they be now. She imagined them being in one of 
two extremes: either still hanging out together, now with others, 
and now having forgotten her entirely; or having gone their 
separate ways. She knew that one of them had a father who was 
likely to travel for work and take his family with him. She knew 
that the other one wasn't likely to move cities at all, her family too 
rooted in Montreal. 

Peter was so rooted in Chicago that he insisted that Josianne 
would love living in that city. She did, but living with Peter wasn't 
easy. When things became permanently sour, they talked about 
staying together for the sake of their children, at least that's what 
Peter had proposed, and they did talk about it. But Josianne was 
rather a practical type who knew when things weren't going to 
work out, no matter how hard one tried. Josianne realized that 
Peter was becoming someone different from the man she'd known 
back in university. She knew that people changed and grew 
together over time, but he'd been prone to mood swings the likes 
with which she could not deal. Worse, she began to feel as if the 
only friends she'd had in Chicago were his friends. She didn't feel 
like she'd made any of her own and, in fact, couldn't: She was too 
pre-occupied with raising two children. 

Marie was curious about which parent she'd turn out to be more 
like when it came to romance. From a young age, she realized that 
nothing in life was permanent, so into adolescence, she decided 
not to count on anything being long-term, whether a friendship or 
a relationship. She felt it wasn't worth it to be disappointed so 
soon. Still, she hoped that long-term commitments of any sort 
were not a thing of the past and equally hoped that she'd one day 


have one. 

When it came to romance, she also wondered from which parent 
she got her sexual attractions. She was quite comfortable with that 
aspect of her life, even if some others were dicks about it. She 
didn't give a damn what anyone thought about her, and she wasn't 
about to take up a new pre-occupation. But she did figure to one 
day have a frank conversation with each parent about their 
respective sexual pasts, more out of curiosity than anything else. 


One of her favourite places. A combination of curio shop and 
news outlet. Unlike in other places, she could lose herself in this. 
And she could always lose herself in conversation with its owner, 
Ben. 

As she entered the store, the familiar smell of imported trinkets 
from the Far East flooded her nostrils. The store was small and 
cluttered. It oozed character, much like Ben. It seemed to have a 
secret in every corner. It was here that she always spent a lot of 
time, reading books about faraway lands, quite smitten with the 
idea of travelling farther than either of her parents had ever taken 
her. Ben often let her just read the books without buying them. He 
was always fond of saying: "Better that someone enjoy them 
before they fall apart." She found him, like his store, kind of 
strange but curious. 

"Hey, you get another piercing this week, Marie?" asked Ben. 

"Well, I'm fine. And how are you?" 

Ben laughed a little. 

"For your information, I've gotten two. One, you see", Marie 
said, pointing to the left side of her nose. "The other, well..." She 
looked down at her stomach. "Right... about... there", she 
continued, a slow smile forming on her face, pointing to where 
her belly button would be if it were exposed. "Would you like to 
know where my next tattoo will be?" 

"Another one?" he asked, eyebrows raised. 

"No no, not yet", she said. "Next priority is another colour for 
my hair." 

He laughed. "Another? I think you gonna have five colours in 
your hair one day", he said. He took out a magazine that Marie 


had never seen before — not old enough. "Maybe how you look, 
you gonna be one of these one day." He pointed to a group photo 
of young women with multi-coloured hair, tattoos, and piercings. 

Marie's eyes went wide. She looked at the cover, amazed. She'd 
never heard of the Suicide Girls. "Why, what a marvellous idea!" 
She went serious. "Not today, though. Maybe when I'm older, like 
legal? Maybe long after I move away." 

"You gonna move away? Where?" 

"Montreal. Gonna be with my mama." 

"Won't you miss this place?" 

"Sure, I always do. But I miss Montreal equally. What can I 
say? I'm a girl of two worlds." 

"Speaking of two worlds, you want your usual mag?" he asked, 
knowing what else she was curious about, and taking a copy off 
the rack. He preferred to keep such publications within sight of 
where he sat. Less filching that way. He looked at this copy of 
The Extricator with contempt. "Buncha junk, if you ask me." 

Marie smiled at him affectionately and said in a soft manner, "It 
is, but I didn't." 

He laughed. He knew she was merely being cute. He looked at 
the cover of the tabloid magazine, scoffing as he read its main 
headline. "Tt! 'Martians sited in toilet’? Someone placed Martians 
in a toilet? Maybe they mean to write 'Martians cited in toilet’, 
with a'c'. They quoted them before flushing." 

She looked at the cover while laughing and then said, "I think 
they meant 'sighted'." 

"I think they need a copy editor or something." 

"Or something. Anyway, it's not like you read this junk." 

"True, and very good, too", he said, laughing. 

She smiled and shook her head. 


She chewed her gum slowly while walking home, almost lightly 
skipping. She took some comfort in never having had her tongue 
pierced: She liked her gum too much and felt her mouth would be 
a mess after that. No, less clean-up that way. 

She never made it a point to read The Extricator on the way 
home. She always saved that for later on, and only with milk and 


brownies. She had read in The Extricator that milk and brownies 
were the best things to have while reading any magazine. 

"Maybe wine and cheese in the future". 

She looked down at where she'd gotten her latest piercing. 

"Less fattening that way." 

She started to think about what she'd like to do for her future. 
She was certain that most of it was going to be in Montreal. She 
loved her dad, and Chicago still did hold many charms for her. 
She felt it imprudent to burn bridges with anyone she knew here, 
figuring she might come back at some point. Whatever she was 
going to do in her life, she was determined to stand out from the 
crowd. 

"'Make no small plans'." 

She'd read that quote somewhere in Chicagoland. She smiled as 
she loudly clacked the door shut. 

"Marie-Soleil! Must you?" called a voice from the kitchen. 

"Moo!" she responded, trying to stifle a laugh. 

A man peeked out from around the corner, looking a little 
flustered. "You're home early", said Peter. 

She came up and gave him a peck on the cheek. "Well, I love 
you too, daddy dearest." 

"Like, really early." 

"Not at all", she said, eyebrows knitted slightly. "I'm not on shift 
til tomorrow." 

"Did that change again?" 

"Yeah? Like two months ago?" 

"Isn't that the third time in a year?" 

"I don't know. I wasn't counting, and neither was my manager, 
or else maybe he would've said no this time around." 

"Can he even count?" 

"I've heard tell, yes", she said, smirking a little. 

Peter laughed a little. "Honestly, I don't think that guy can say 
‘no’ to anything." 

Marie smiled at Peter, wondering if he was jealous over the 
presence of another indecisive man in her life. Usually, whenever 
she asked Peter about something, she got him not being able to 
say 'no' either. "Then he's in good company." 


Peter looked at his daughter and wondered who she could have 
possibly taken after, Josianne having never appeared so capricious 
to him. Certainly, he didn't think of himself as always acting on 
whims. No, he preferred to think of himself as spontaneous. 

"At least she has something as stable as a job", thought Peter. 

"He especially can't say no to one of his best servers. Oh, 
speaking of restaurants, a bit of bad news, daddy. The Big 
Downtown?" 

"Yeah", he said, shoulders slumped slightly. "I saw." 

She hugged him and then looked at him with pouty lips. "You'll 
survive, I'm sure. You'll find another big place to entertain all 
your friends", saying it with confidence. 

He looked at her with not a little bit of wonder. "You know, 
you're getting more and more like your mom all the time." 

"Is that a bad thing?" 

He smiled. "No." 

"Ah. So you can say 'no' after all", she said, almost laughing. 

His mouth was slightly agape. He then smiled again. It amused 
him how quick on the draw Marie was. 


In the comfort of her room, milk and brownies within reach, she 
read further into her copy of The Extricator and came across an 
article on the causes and effects of lesbian sex. As she read 
through this article, she began to snicker, at first a little, then later 
constantly. The article cited an "expert" on the subject and 
showed a photo of him. 

"A man. Probably a straight man, too." 

By the time she finished reading the article, she was in stitches. 

"IT could eat this magazine and shit out a better article! I should 
write them a thank-you letter. That's the best laugh I've had in a 
while." 

She decided to clip out that article and put it in a folder marked 
"Stuff". Normally, she pinned things like that to her corkboard but 
it, like the folder and the scrapbook and the baby book, was also 
something to go into a box soon. 

It was Montreal-bound, and not long after, so would she be. 


"Maman?" 

("Mom?") 

"Oui ma belle?" 

("Yes my dear?") 

"C'est quoi que l'on fait pendant la lune-de-ciel?" 

("What does one do during a honeymoon?") 

Mélanie Janvier looked curiously at her daughter, Mylene. 

Mylene's father developed a knot in his throat which he decided 
to get out by coughing. It came out noticeably and convincingly 
enough that he could have qualified for entry into the London 
Gentleman's Club, or so thought Mylene. 

"Why do parents have to be so silly?" thought Mylene. 

"Play Parcheesi", he blurted out, in English, causing Mylene to 
think it a strange way to clear one's throat. 

"Parcheesi? That doesn't sound very fun", said Mylene, not 
quite impressed. 

"Well, it might be fun for the Parcheesi tokens", he quipped. 

"Fill", said Mélanie, slapping him on the back and switching to 
English. "Don't kid like that!" 

Filipe Allardice smirked a little. "Well, it is an interesting 
question, Mel." 

"Oh, she's not enough old to know something like that", said 
Melanie. 

"How's that?" said Mylene, also switching to English. "I'm old 
enough to understand what went on in Iraq and to criticize some 
politicians for being blind and stupid. So why am I all of a sudden 
too young to know what people do on honeymoons?" 


"Okay, well maybe you are old enough to know about that, but 
you're not near to that position, are you?" Mélanie continued, also 
switching to English. On occasions like this, Myléne was thrown 
very briefly for a loop, even though her mother's English was 
excellent. It was just a question of habit: She was used to her 
mother speaking to her in French and her father in English. 
"Unless you've met someone and haven't told us?" 

"Please", said Mylene. "At the rate we move around, do you 
think I've had the time to meet someone? It's just out of curiosity." 
Mélanie studied her daughter up and down before dashing into 
the living room. Filipe sat and drummed his fingers on the table, a 

bit of regret in his eyes over what Mylene had said. Myléne 
wondered what the frak was going on. Mélanie came back into 
the kitchen and plopped a book down. "Traditionally,...". She 
hesitated. 

Mylene looked at its cover of a chicken, a rooster, and an egg, 
with some degree of interest before reading the title and becoming 
perplexed. "'How babies are made"? I think I know how babies are 
made." 

Mélanie looked at Filipe and realized that it was perhaps silly to 
assume that all couples try to conceive their first child during their 
honeymoon. 

Filipe smiled. Myléne was forever his bundle of joy, conceived 
during his and Melanie's honeymoon. He and Mélanie had had 
quite a time trying to convince one another's parents that such a 
union wasn't a mistake and wouldn't end in heartbreak and misery. 
And neither of their parents liked what either Mélanie or Filipe 
wanted to name their child. So Myléne was not only the product 
of this union but also a compromise in the name department. 
Neither of their parents particularly liked Myléne's name, but it 
wasn't their choice; they had to get used to it. 

"Okay, so this is what couples traditionally did on their 
honeymoons, right? Does it matter now if they've had sex before 
marriage? Or have we disposed of such quaint things these days?" 

Mélanie pinched a smile then stifled a laugh. She'd sometimes 
been quite strict with Mylene in her upbringing, but she'd raised a 
fine daughter and appreciated her humour and her candour. She 


didn't wonder where Mylene had gotten it all from. "I don't think 
it was an issue, even back in our day. People were pretty relaxed, 
standards-wise." 

Filipe chimed in. "So relaxed in fact that we were allowed to 
play Scrabble instead of Parcheesi." 

Mélanie playfully smacked her husband on the shoulder. He 
laughed. 

Mylene felt lucky to have them as parents. 


"Hey Gen." 

"Hey Mee. What's new in high-school?" 

"Nothing. That's why I'm here", said Mylene, laughing. 

Gen laughed. "Are you two-fisting your coffees now? A bit 
young to get hooked on caffeine so fast, no?" 

Mylene stifled a laugh at Gen's choice of words. "Well, I had 
thought about having both of them, but I'd like to get some sleep 
at least before the sun comes up in two days." She held one coffee 
out to Gen. 

"Thanks, Mee." She sipped her coffee. "Y'know, they say 'life is 
short’, but little moments like these last a long time." 

Mylene smiled. "Live in the moment?" 

"Ya hafta. Ya never know when ya'll have it again. Or if." Gen 
sipped again. "That's nice. Feve Noire?" 

"Sure thing." 

"Was it Jilli at the cash?" 

"Oh yeah. I couldn't fail to notice her. I lost count of how many 
colours she has in her hair." 

"She certainly stands out in a crowd. She's been there for a 
while now. Since after Cégep started this year." She paused to 
think about this. "Yup. Sounds 'bout right." 

Mylene's eyes brightened. "I should ask her about Cégep." 

"Already planning your future?" 

"Hells to the yeah! I can't wait to move on. High-school's a 
drag." 

"Eh! School's important. I never made it through Cégep, but I 
was aces in high-school." 

"Oh, I don't have an issue with school work. That's not the 


boring part. And they do have a good library. I'll read every book 
in it before I leave that place. Just watch me. The gym facilities 
are good, too." 

"I don't see much of a problem here. Any sports in your future?" 
"Hell yeah! Kick-boxing looks good. So does Tae Kwon Do. I 
want to do something this year that I'll keep on doing some years 

from now." 

"Next stop: Unlimited Fighting!" 

Mylene laughed. "I think that may be a bad idea." 

"For your opponent, right?" 

Mylene laughed. "Sure." 

"No team sports?" 

"Nah. Not my thang." 

"School sounds fine, so what's the problem?" 

"My parents have stuck me in one private school after another 
over the last six years. I'm tired of wearing uniforms. Plus here, 
everyone at my current high-school thinks I'm 'exotic'. I don't 
know whether to be insulted or merely annoyed." 

"Well, I suppose. But aren't we all a bit exotic to one another? If 
someone keeps a secret or two, how are they 'less' exotic than 
someone whose looks you've never seen? Sure, I've never met 
someone who looks like you, but I wouldn't call you exotic." 

"Thank you." Mylene smiled. "Another sane person." 

"Not me, surely", said Gen, laughing. 

"You're funny." 

"Heh, made you smile. Seriously? Don't let people like them get 
to you." 

"Why do I get the feeling, no matter what, that people like them 
are forever going to look at me for what's on the outside? I mean, 
I'm two months into school already, and no one there's made any 
attempt to get to know me. I mean, like, the real me." 

"Kinda like me being on the street here. They see the poor 
person and the clothes, but they know nothing about me. Where 
I've been. My level of education. How I even ended up here. 'Cept 
you. You took the time." 

"I don't see the harm in it. Say, were you ever the loner in high- 
school?" 


"Nah. I had friends. Still do. I played on teams. I was in the top 
five in my class, dontcha know?" 

Mylene smiled but shook her head a little. 

"Oh yeah. And I still see peeps I went to school with, once in a 
blue moon, whenever any of'em are in Sherbrooke. Yeah, those 
were the days", Gen trailed off. 

Those last words masked a sad tone that Mylene picked up in 
Gen's voice. She wanted to inquire further but felt that maybe 
now wasn't the best time. She'd learned enough in life to know 
when to trust her gut. 

"Y'know", continued Gen, "I never bothered to ask ya if you 
live around here. I see you like twice a week, same days. I got to 
figuring, 'She can't be that far away’. Plus you're in that school 
over there", she said, pointing downhill and across the river. 
"Somewheres, thereabouts." 

"My dad teaches at the university. He has two late classes per 
week, so I just tool around until he's done. Sometimes I go to the 
university, other times he'll text me and then come and pick me 
up. So, no, I don't live around here. Magog, actually." 

"So you come and slum around here with us?" 

Mylene laughed a little. "I go wherever my curiosity takes me. 
If I like a place, I'll come back to it. If I like someone, I'll come 
back to them." 

Gen smiled. 

"And, I don't want to spend all my after-school time on sports or 
in the library." 

"No one special in your life?" 

"No one curious enough to look beyond this", she said, hand 
open, body obvious. "I dated one guy. He couldn't stop going on 
about how I looked. Naturally, I mean. I tried to make the 
conversation about him but we couldn't get beyond my looks. I 
don't know. Maybe it was the way I was raised, but I just don't 
like being treated like an object or a specimen. Nor stared at. I'm 
not a statue." 

Gen smiled widely. "Definitely not a statue. No pigeon shit on 
you." 

Mylene laughed. 


"You know what you want already", Gen continued, "and how 
you want to be treated. Always set your own terms. Anyone who 
can't accept that about you can go choke on it." 

Mylene smiled. 


"I'll be on break soon if you wanna chit-chat about life at 
Cégep", said Jillianne above the din of the café. 

Mylene felt relieved. She figured life at Cégep had to be miles 
better than the private school she was at. She at least hoped that it 
would be clique-free. She was in the mood for some surprises. 

She was surprised that Jillianne knew her name. 

"Gen told me. Any friend of Gen's is cool with me." 

Mylene wasn't sure how to react to this. She'd always felt that 
she should introduce herself in any situation. But in a sense, she 
felt glad that Jillianne already knew something about her. Still, 
she hoped that Gen hadn't told her everything. Mylene liked to 
leave a little bit of mystery for others. 

"For one, I don't think your high-school would allow you to 
have streaks of unnatural colours in your hair. It may be perceived 
as outlandish. Kinda like me", Jillianne said, running her fingers 
through her multi-coloured hair. 

"Yeah, I think my high-school's lax enough that they allow 
highlights, but that's about it. At any rate, I'm not sure I'd ever 
want to colour my hair. I like the way it is." 

"No argument there. I like it the way it is, too. And you wear it 
well, totally comfortable with it. Oh no no, don't change a thing 
about it." 

"That's the other thing: outward appearances. That's all people at 
my high-school go on about. So annoying. At Cégep too?" 

"Well, like it or not, we all get curious about appearances, 
especially if it's someone we've never seen before. I don't know 
that Cégep is any better than high-school. My high-school didn't 
have a dress code or any form of suffocating conformity, but there 
were some rules. At Cégep, there are fewer rules regarding dress 
and appearance. At least you'll have the choice to appear as you 
want." She pointed at Myléne's clothes. "Certainly, you won't 
have to wear a uniform." 


"I suppose that solves one problem." 

"As for people wanting to get to know you, it's a grab-bag. 
There are some superficial types, like anywhere, who think 
curiosity is a sin, so they neither exude it nor accept it in their 
lives. So just forget about them: They're lost causes, doomed to a 
social life sentence and probably hell-bound for middle-aged 
divorce. It's the types with curiosity or the types who think they'll 
never be understood by anyone who should get your attention, 
and you theirs." 

Mylene frowned a little. "It sounds a bit better than high-school, 
but only just." 

"It's like that everywhere, ma belle. The only thing that changes 
is us." 


"You know what I predict for you?" asked Gen. 

Mylene smiled, hiding her impatience over the fact that Gen had 
already made at least three times such a prediction before. 
"What's that?" 

"You'll find someone within the next year. It'll go beyond 
dating. It'll be the best time you've ever had, but there'll be a 
lesson to learn from it." 

"That doesn't sound like a happy ending." 

"Happy endings never teach us anything; only the sad ones. But 
you're strong, Mee. You'll still set your own terms, come what 
may, like with now, and anyone who can't accept? Well, you know 
my opinion on that." 

Mylene felt fortified by Gen's words but hoped she wouldn't 
lose her head in romance. 


She felt like she was going to batter the hell out of the punching 
bag. 

Another date, another evening wasted. He'd gawked at her the 
whole time, marvelling at nothing but the exterior. 

She wondered what it was about this school and did it go to 
great lengths to attract vacuities. She asked herself did this school 
exist only for the snootiest, most empty-headed types. 

"Have any of them ever travelled beyond this quadrant of North 


America?" 

She stopped for a second, thinking that maybe the guy she'd 
been on a date with had merely been nervous. That was a 
possibility. 

"So why is my tolerance for others slipping away?" 

She had to be grateful that no one bullied or intimidated her. 

"Isn't being stereotyped or objectified just as bad? However 
innocent that may sound, it's still a form of being caged." 

She tried not to let it go to her head, but on some days she had 
to wonder whether people were able to change their attitudes, 
even for a day. She reckoned that maybe they weren't smart 
enough to do anything more than change their clothes, and 
considering that they all wore school uniforms, she still figured 
this didn't amount to much. 

One person told her in all sincerity that she should consider 
modelling swimsuits and others agreed with this assessment. She 
felt as if the person who made that unsolicited suggestion had 
turned on a light in their heads, making known the presence of 
sheep in the room. 

"Sheep have shepherds, as do these people. I wonder if they take 
turns at it?" 

She smiled and was polite but felt put off by this. She had no 
intention of becoming a model, swimsuit or otherwise, even if the 
whole school took a democratic vote and decided by a super- 
majority that she'd be good at it. 

She shifted her stance and started punching the bag. She felt that 
what she was doing was irrational but had to admit to herself that 
it felt good to hit something. 

"Better something than someone." 

Many of her colleagues got the impression that she wanted to be 
left alone, especially after the swimsuit comment. She wasn't sure 
that she came off as being anti-social or mean, but she liked not 
being the centre of attention for now. 

Christmas was coming up soon, and Mylene felt she should get 
all her stress out before meeting up with family, many of whom 
she hadn't seen since she was 10. She knew how many people 
were going to be there. She wanted to be as festive as possible for 


it. 

She towelled off and hit the showers. There was another who'd 
entered the showers just after her. She'd seen this other woman 
doing weights, something Mylene considered doing but felt that 
she'd like a personal trainer first and as well had already enough 
in her schedule. 

"Hey", said the other woman. 

Mylene looked at her. "Hey." 

"I saw you beat that punching bag within an inch of its non- 
life." 

Mylene laughed. "Isn't it dangerous looking at other people 
while lifting weights?" 

"It hasn't killed me yet", she said, a small nervous laugh coming 
out. 

"What can I say?" asked Mylene. "It looked at me the wrong 
way." 

"It'll think twice before bothering you again, I'm sure." 

They both laughed. 

Mylene shut off the water, grabbed her towel, and went to where 
she'd locked up her effects. A few seconds later, the other woman 
followed her and did the same. 

"It's Mylene, isn't it?" 

Mylene looked at her and smiled, wondering what was to come 
next. "Word gets around." 

"Not so much. I'm Béatrice. We're in the same history class 
together. Well, not right together. I usually sit at the back, near the 
window." 

"You must be the quietest person in the whole class", Myléne 
said, smiling. 

"My gran used to say, 'It's the quiet ones you have to watch out 
for'. I think that applies to you, too." 

"Oh yeah?" 

"That's just the first part. D'you know what else she said, my 
gran?" 

Mylene shook her head. 

"She said, "They're the ones who keep their mouths shut so their 
ears and brains can work twice as hard'." 


Mylene laughed. "Yeah, that describes me to a tee." 

"I figured as much", said Béatrice. "My gran said that's me, 
too." 

"Your gran sounds like a very perceptive person." 

"Yeah, she was." 

"Oh! I'm sorry." 

"Oh, she's not dead, but she is a vegetable, though I can imagine 
her ears are working twice as hard, even if her brain is out of 
order." 

Mylene grimaced trying to suppress a laugh. She let out a little 
smile instead. 

"Maybe I'll see you in class?" asked Mylene. 

"Would you mind if I sat next to you?" 

Mylene smiled. "Could I sit next to you instead? We could cause 
all sorts of trouble back there!" 

Béatrice laughed. "Don't tempt me!" 


She was like a rolled-up sleeping bag walking down the street. 
Mylene forgot how cold and humid winters could be in southern 
Quebec. 

Somehow, walking along the street in winter was at least more 
tolerable in the presence of friends, something Mylene thought 
she'd never end up having at her high-school. It was possible that 
the laughter of jokes between new friends made her ignore 
winter's occasional icy blast. Béatrice and Keven and Rachel had 
all found each other in the course of two months and had become 
tight. Myléne brought them around to visit Gen but wasn't sure 
what Gen would make of this little invasion. 

"Any friends of Mee are okay by me", said Gen. "No pun 
intended." 

She also took them around to La Féve Noire where Jillianne was 
just getting off shift. 

"New session, new schedule. What can I say?" said Jillianne. 
"I'll be with you soon. I just have to count my tips." 

As the others went to an empty table, a young man came in, 
making a bee-line for the cash where Jillianne was counting. 
There was a calm discussion at first, growing animated with each 


passing second. Mylene could see Jillianne speaking through 
gritted teeth, figuring that something was amiss. She was about to 
go up to 'get a napkin' when the young man left. She looked at 
Jillianne. 

"Ex-boyfriend. He can't take that there's no more 'us'." 

Mylene had seen this before but wasn't about to judge. "He 
wasn't that guy I saw last fall, was he?" 

"Oh god, no. That guy was, like, two boyfriends ago. Anyway, 
it's all history." 

Mylene thought that peculiar but figured the benefit of the doubt 
went to Jillianne. She didn't know the guy. "We've saved you a 
spot. They're looking forward to meeting you." 

Jillianne looked over and smiled widely and waved. She thought 
Keven was a prize-and-a-half but decided that Béatrice was way 
cuter. 


Graduation day. The four of them had managed to convince 
their parents to reserve a large table at a restaurant. None of them 
had any desire to attend their grad ball. 

There was a festive attitude about things, spoiled only later in 
the evening when Mylene found out that none of these friends had 
the intention of going on to Cégep in Sherbrooke. When she 
thought about it, it hadn't occurred to her when she received her 
acceptance to Cégep de Sherbrooke to ask the others if they'd 
even applied there; she just assumed that's where they were all 
going to end up. Up until that point, there were good times and 
laughter but also relief that they were all done high-school. Keven 
was to continue his studies in Montreal. Rachel would go to live 
with her aunt and uncle in Victoriaville for the summer, 
something she wasn't looking forward to, but then it was on to 
Cégep in Quebec City. Béatrice had been accepted into school in 
Granby but appeared to be more stressed than pleased about it. 

Mylene tried to keep up appearances and look like she was 
having a good time, but as the evening came to a close, she found 
it difficult to hide her disappointment with the others. In a quieter 
moment, in her room, door closed, she stared at the ceiling, 
wondering how she could have let herself make friends so easily, 


and this at a high-school she didn't particularly care for. She 
wondered what she could have been thinking. Her first instinct 
had been to avoid friendships, knowing how long she was to be 
there. Béatrice said they had to stay in contact and so exchanged 
email addresses with Mylene, who was debating in her head as to 
whether she should even bother. 

"What could it hurt?" 

She flashbacked to the end of Elementary V, when she'd last 
seen her close friends: One had moved to Chicago to be with her 
father; the other had parents who didn't look like they'd move 
away from Montreal in a million years. A part of her wondered 
how things would've been had they all stayed together. Another 
part of her couldn't believe she let history repeat in Secondary V. 

"Next time, stay awake through personal history class." 

The same thing, she determined, would never happen in Cégep. 


"TI don't think it's a good idea that she work while in school, 
even if Cégep is tuition-free", said Filipe to Mélanie. 

"I think you getting work experience is a great idea", said 
Mélanie to Myléne. 

"Maybe she could have done it during the summer", said Filipe, 
again to Mélanie. 

"Hellooo? I'm standing right here? And I was employed during 
the summer. Beach patrol? Remember?" said Mylene. 

"It wasn't a paying job", said Filipe. 

"Work experience is work experience", said Mylene. "Plus, I 
have a good reference. Besides, would you rather I had no work 
experience by the time I leave university?" 

"That depends on what you study", said Filipe. 

"Well, I'd like to make films." 

"Maybe communications would be more flexible? More 
possibilities for stable employment?" offered Mélanie. 

Mylene exhaled strongly. "Well, Comms it is. And considering 
my education, that's down to two choices if I want to study in 
Montreal." She started to gather her things. "In any case, I have to 
think about my studies in the here and now. First day's today." 

Mélanie got concerned about Mylene. She could pick up 


frustration and resignation from Mylene, two feelings not good to 
have at one time. 


"Hey Mee", said Gen. "What's doing?" 

"Doing like a mouse, freely spinning, in a cage." 

"Cégep that bad?" 

Mylene laughed a little. "Cégep's great! It's my parents." 

"Well, they are your parents." 

"I think my mom's alright. She wants me to do what I want and 
doesn't mind if I get work experience. My dad? He wants me to 
avoid work while at school but thinks that if I choose the right 
field of study, then I'll just get a career without work experience. I 
don't think that sounds right." 

"It isn't. Not that I'd know from personal experience, mind. But 
you know, I've been on the streets for a while now, and I overhear 
students passing by and talking about how they need work 
experience and how much more difficult it is these days." 

Mylene studied Gen and her words for a bit. "Okay, I've made 
up my mind. I'll be back in 10 minutes." 


"Cool! We'll be co-workers!" said Jillianne. 

Mylene smiled. "I'm counting on you to train me well." 

"No worries." Jillianne paused as she saw out of the corner of 
her eye a familiar young man enter the café and approach the 
counter. "Oh shit", she muttered. "Jean. Salut", she said, smiling. 

"Salut. Je ne t'entends pas depuis deux mois. Tu me manques." 

("Hi. I haven't heard from you for two months. I miss you.") 

"Oui, Jean? Ce n'est pas la bonne place d'en parler." 

("Yeah, Jean? This really isn't the place to talk about things.") 

"C'est un café. Les gens parlent toujours ici." 

("It is a café. People talk here all the time.") 

"Oui, mais pas le genre de discussion que tu aimerais. Je 
t'appelle plus tard. Promis." 

("Yeah, but not for the kind of talk you'd like. I'll call you later. I 
promise.") 

He smiled and left the café. 

Mylene was busy checking out all the equipment she'd have to 


work with, pretending not to hear Jillianne's conversation with 
Jean but not doing a good job at it. 

Jillianne spoke to Mylene: "He just doesn't get it. There's 'us' to 
talk about. Some people just can't take a hint." 

Mylene still felt it wasn't her place to judge Jillianne but she did 
sense a pattern forming. She looked away from Jillianne for two 
seconds and locked eyes with a young man on the other side of 
the café. He smiled at her, and she couldn't help but smile at him. 

"That's your training for today. Come back tomorrow for more", 
said Jillianne. 

"That's it?" 

"For today, yeah. Now go talk to him", she said, casually 
nodding towards "him". "Do it, or I will, and then you'll be in for 
it." She winked at Myléne. 

Mylene smiled. 


"In a café?" asked Filipe, borderline exasperated. 

Mylene and Mélanie just smiled at each other. 

Filipe smiled, resigned. He and Mélanie had raised an 
intelligent, determined daughter. There was no way he was going 
to win the argument. 


Prelude #3 
Dana 


She was late. Very late. 

"Dana!" her dad called. "Get your tush down here, pronto!" 

Dana flew down the stairs, trumpet case in hand. On her way 
down, her little brother, Jamie, acted the jerk and stuck out his 
tongue at her. She scowled and threatened to stick her trumpet up 
his butt. Then she ran out the door. Her dad had already started 
the car. 

While he drove her to orchestra practice, Dana asked her dad, 
Joe, about a man named Rob. She'd overheard him saying that 
name to her mum. She was curious. 

"A man of no importance", he muttered. 

"Hmm. Does he have anything to do with mom?" 

"T'll just say, yes." He made a right turn. "He does. But that was 
a long time ago." 

"Yeah, it was. It was a long time ago. But I just don't remember 
how old I was." 

Joe Preece looked at his daughter. "You were three." He 
underestimated his 16-year-old daughter, thinking her memory of 
that time wouldn't be all that clear. He answered her question and 
said, "We'll talk about this later." He wondered what else she 
remembered from early childhood. 

At the end of practice, Dana received a message, saying Joe was 
running a bit late at work, and could she either wait another half- 
hour or else take transit. Neither option appealed to her. She 
decided to walk home. 

She thought of what her dad had told her in the car about this 
Rob. It bothered her. It also made her curious. She wanted to 


explore this further. 

She also thought about the dreams she had last night. Normally, 
her dreams haunted her — they had since she was three. On some 
nights she fell asleep, only to wake up soon after, gasping, scared. 
Sometimes, she was scared to dream. Sometimes, she dreamt of 
falling asleep and not waking up. This terrified her. For a long 
time, she thought that people who slept were dead. 

But last night she also dreamt of oranges. She had always liked 
oranges: shape; smell; taste; any size would do. She passed a fruit 
and veggie store on her way home, and went inside, heading 
straight for the oranges. This store had many other items. Apples. 
Bananas. Grapes. Celery. Corn. Broccoli. No matter what they 
sold or what time of the year, there were always oranges. Florida. 
California. Spain. China. There would always be oranges, Dana 
figured, especially at Christmas. It was a big occasion for the 
family whenever Joe brought home a box of mandarines during 
the holiday season. She recalled one Christmas when she'd eaten 
so many mandarines. She'd also eaten so many sweets from the 
candy wreath, made by Nana Preece that she got canker sores on 
her tongue. She'd rubbed her tongue-tip up against her teeth to 
soothe the itch. This only made it worse. Mum told her not to 
scratch. Dana listened to her Mum but rarely heeded her advice, 
feeling it came from an interloper. She'd had this feeling since she 
was three years old. Her love of oranges had been with her for as 
long as she could recall. 

In the grocery that she often stopped by, she held an orange in 
her hand — it felt natural for her to do this — and sniffed it a little, 
not wanting to draw attention. Then she took a bigger whiff, 
drawing one man's odd looks. She just smiled at him. She didn't 
care what he thought. She was with her oranges and she was 
happy. 

Back on the street again, oranges paid for and bagged, she took 
out one of the three and repeated her in-store performance. She 
peeled it and ate it. She almost didn't care that her hands were 
going to get sticky and she had nothing to wipe them on. 

She showed up late for dinner, the walk having taken longer 
than expected, just as her family was sitting down to eat. Five 


faces stared at her — two seriously, three comically. Her twin 
sisters, Brianne and Melissa, looked at one another and smiled, 
then looked at Dana. Jamie had this wry grin on his 15-year-old 
face that gave Dana the creeps. The cardinal rule for dinner was 
never be late. Mum would be upset. Even if Joe cooked, and he 
did so on occasion, Mum would still be upset if anyone were late. 

"She's in trouble", Jamie muttered to his sisters. 

Then Joe spoke. "Don't tell me: Traffic, right?" 

The other kids laughed softly. 

Joe continued: "Or maybe it was a terribly blustery day?" 

Dana laughed a bit but buttoned up quickly. Her mum was still 
staring at her. "Sorry. It won't happen again." 

Joe pointed behind him. "Go wash your hands, and maybe your 
dinner will be here when you get back." 

She left the room quickly. Her mum then stared at her dad. 

"Trish", said Joe to his wife, "she's not a kid anymore. We may 
have to get used to her coming in late." 

She still stared at him. She inhaled. "What next? Will she miss 
dinner altogether? And will you treat our kids this way soon?" 

"Yes. And, one day, yes." 

Trish looked down, exhaled, and then looked at her kids. "Dana 
is growing up, isn't she?" she asked, looking to her husband. 

"And getting to be more like her mother every day." 

Trish nodded but did not smile. 

In the bathroom, Dana washed her hands and face. While she 
was drying them, she looked up, slowly, to the mirror in front of 
her. With her fingertips she began to trace the reflection of her 
face, examining it carefully. She then looked down at her body, 
sighting its outline, its curves. She sometimes felt like her body 
wasn't supposed to be hers, like her mind had been shunted into a 
parallel life. 

"Did Mom look like this at my age?" 

She then realized she'd be even later for dinner if she didn't get 
moving. She hurried back to her place at the table next to Joe. 
"Sorry." 

Joe looked at Dana and said sarcastically, "Oh look! Your 
dinner's still there! It didn't walk away this time. Next time I'll 


have to put in more red dye #5." 
Dana laughed nervously then settled down to eating. 
Trish couldn't help but smile. What a clown she'd married. 


The next day: "Dad!" she shouted. "Jamie's being an asshole!" 

"Hey!" Joe barked. "Don't you use language like that in this 
house! And don't call your brother an asshole." 

"Well...? Um, sorry", she said, bowing her head, then raising it 
quickly. "Hey, you just used...!" 

"Come on, Dana", Joe cut in, "get your stuff together. You're 
going to be late again as it is." 

Driving along, Joe spoke while looking ahead: "For the record, 
Dana, I don't like it when you use language like that. Your mum 
and | didn't raise you to be that way." He then softened his tone. 
"Off the record, I'm happy that we raised a young woman with 
such spirit." He smiled and then glanced at her briefly. "No doubt 
you're my daughter." 

Dana looked at him, perplexed, but then smiled. "I should hope 
so." She was still smiling but felt a little uneasy. Last week, she'd 
asked Joe about some guy named Rob but Joe had been coy. Since 
last week, he had been procrastinating. She wanted an answer. 
There would never be a good time to ask, she figured. 

"Dad?" 

"Hm?" 

"Did you know my real father?" 

He exhaled. "I suppose there's no avoiding this question any 
longer." 

"No", she said, no longer smiling, "not a chance." 

He laughed a little. "Yes, I knew him." 

Dana couldn't follow up quickly enough. "What kind of man 
was he?" 

"A busy man. A traveller. His work took him to many places." 

"But what was he like? Personally, I mean." 

"He was an asshole." 

"Dad!" 

"Well? Do you want an honest answer? Or would you rather I 
lie?" 


"Okay." Dana conceded but then became more determined: "So, 
why was he an asshole?" 

"For starters, he treated most people like dirt, your mother 
included." He calmed down a bit. "And he made your mother both 
happy and miserable — she never could separate the two — so she 
dumped him." 

"And he left her pregnant?" 

Joe pulled his car over to the side of the road and put it in park. 
Then he turned to the young woman he had known as his 
daughter since she was three years old. "Do you really want to 
hear the rest of this?" 

Dana gulped and nodded. She listened to her dad tell of how she 
came into being; how an apology welcomed a travelling man back 
into the heart, and the bed, of an ex-lover, Joannie; how it only 
lasted for a short while; how Joannie shut out friends just to 
accommodate this man into what she thought was the rest of her 
life; how she held out hope through all the subsequent long- 
distance phone calls that he was going to come back; and how 
much she needed those friends some time after that night. 

"Your mother and I went way back, further than Rob and she 
ever did. So when she called me up after kicking me out of her 
life, I couldn't turn her away. I still had... Well, your mother asked 
me to be your godfather. She had no immediate family she could 
turn to. Long story. Complicated. I couldn't refuse her." 

"So, I was an accident?" 

Joe exhaled noticeably. "Not quite. Joannie had wanted children. 
She'd also wanted the father to be in the picture. I remember when 
she was pregnant with you. She was worried. I recall how she 
beamed whenever she was around you. She used to call you her 
bundle of joy. No, you were no accident. She wanted to have you 
all right. But once you were asleep, the loneliness set in again. 
She wanted more in her life. She wanted someone. That’s what 
she told me, at least." 

"I always got the impression that she was so strong and 
confident, the way you spoke of her." 

"She had that air about her, true enough. Some days, it seemed 
like nothing could knock her down. But she had to have those airs 


about her. She hadn't had too pleasant a childhood. But she and I'd 
been friends for a long time. There were things she'd tell me that 
she'd not tell anyone else, lovers included. She was scared and 
alone — her words. Your mum and I visited when we could, took 
you and her places, and looked after you on occasion so she could 
tend to other things. In the end, though, it didn't seem like it was 
enough. You know the rest of the story." 

Dana paused to take in what Joe had said. It never occurred to 
her that Joannie could have done such a thing to herself. She 
decided to shift the focus of the conversation. "And this man, 
Rob, did he have any good qualities?" 

Joe smiled. "Yes. And sometimes it's difficult for me to 
remember what they were, I must confess. But, yes, they existed." 

Dana hesitated for a few seconds too many. 

Joe continued: "You want to visit him, don't you?" 

"Would you object?" 

"Object? No. Advise against it? Yes." 

"Why?" Dana asked, getting a little intense. 

"Let me answer that question with a question: Has he ever been 
a part of your life?" 

"Well, no..." 

"Another question: Do you think he might recognize you in a 
crowd?" 

"Maybe..." 

"Last question: Do you think he's even aware that you exist?" 

Dana stopped cold. 

Joe continued: "Joannie hadn't seen Rob since 'that night’. They 
were constantly on the phone with each other; he knew he was 
going to be a father; she told him so. Conveniently enough, he 
changed his number two weeks before you were born." 

Dana could feel the blood drain from her face over what Joe had 
said. None of this had occurred to her in the slightest. "He'd 
probably be shocked to learn that I even exist." 

"He'd probably be even more shocked to see you visiting him 
and that you knew who he was. Of course, if that happened, I'd be 
there with a camera to get the look on his face." 

Dana laughed. 


Joe smiled. "You sound like your mother when you laugh." 

Dana smiled. "What else don't I know about my mother?" 

Joe told Dana about how Joannie was a remarkable woman. 
She'd been through many hardships: She didn't know who her 
own father was, her own mother having run away from a religious 
community somewhere out in rural Quebec; her own mother, 
Joannie's only immediate family, got hooked on pills and alcohol 
and overdosed when Joannie was in her late teens; and how her 
mother's boyfriend felt Joannie was old enough to take care of 
herself at 16 and then promptly turfed her out after her first year 
at Cégep. 

Joe also spoke about how Joannie was lively, creative, energetic, 
fun; how she had fine taste in music and wine; how she was a 
good cook; how anyone visiting her place felt immediately 
welcomed; and how her place exuded character. 

He stopped to clear his left eye. "She was a dear friend, and I 
loved her." 

"Did the two of you, like, go out or something? Once?" 

"Something, yeah. We stayed close. More than friends but less 
than lovers, I guess. No, I don't think I was the kind of guy she 
was looking for, and that's fine. Her happiness was important to 
me. When she took her own life, I felt like I'd failed her. I took it 
hard on two counts." Joe sighed and wiped a tear from his face. 
"Anyhow", he continued, putting the car into drive, "we should 
go. You're definitely going to be late." 

At orchestra practice, Dana played mechanically. She had no 
feel for the music she had practised so much at home. She became 
pre-occupied enough with other things that she fell behind tempo 
at times, garnering the odd stare from the conductor. She had a 
hard time keeping her mind on the music in front of her, her mind 
being elsewhere. She recalled what her dad had said about her 
real father. 

"Dad called him 'Bio-dad"". 

It made her both curious and angry. She wanted to see this man, 
but for what purpose? To open Joannie's old wounds? Or to give 
Rob new wounds? Her dad advised against any such visit, but he 
did say it was up to her. Joe wasn't perfect, but she knew he'd 


never tried to steer her wrong. 

On the ride home, Dana was quiet. She hadn't slept well the 
previous night. She'd had dreams of her mother giving her a 
stuffed Roo doll, then singing her to sleep, then falling asleep 
herself, and then not waking up ever, the last image she'd ever had 
of her mother. She was only three when it happened. The haunting 
dreams began after that night. Later on, Joe told her that Joannie 
had taken too many sleeping pills one night. Knowing this only 
softened her fears. 

What good dreams she had were also of Joannie. And oranges. 
Her mother had always kept oranges in her place. Dana used to 
grasp one in her tiny childhood hands and take a big whiff. Once 
Joe and Trish had adopted her, she always asked for an orange 
with her breakfast cereal, or even orange juice with her meals. In 
the morning, she always smelled her oranges, causing puzzled 
looks on all but Joe's face: He knew where Dana was coming 
from. 

Joe also knew where Dana was coming from whenever she 
rebuffed any compliments. Joe wanted Dana to grow up to have a 
fine spirit but didn't want to dampen her hopes or plans. Dana 
knew this and tried to overcompensate. He always complimented 
her good work on things but wasn't afraid to offer criticism 
needed, he thought, for improvement. He also helped to instill in 
Dana a sense of pride in her work. But all this seemed inadequate 
to Dana. She always felt she had to be better than she was, trying 
to prove something though not quite knowing why. If she failed at 
something, she internalized that feeling of failure and became less 
likely to learn from her mistakes. She felt her efforts were not 
truly appreciated; that compliments were insincere. One time, Joe 
pulled her aside to tell her he felt his words were being wasted, 
and he never took kindly to his words being wasted. She 
understood, but in her head, she still felt that only his words of 
kindness had come from a stranger. It was as if she needed 
validation from a blood parent. But one was dead and the other 
inconsequential. 

Or was he? 


Dana was nervous. Someone with no sense of anything could 
pick up on that about her. 

After dinner last night, Joe had revealed that he'd somehow 
gotten ahold of Rob's number — he didn't say how or from whom. 
Joe had hummed and hawed about it for a while before realizing 
that Dana would have to learn about things one day. Which things 
she'd learn about he wasn't certain. 

As the phone rang on the other end, Dana ran through what 
she'd rehearsed in her head, what she was going to say, how she 
was going to say it. 

"Hello, I'm your offspring. Remember me? No? No surprise 
there. How about the woman you conned into taking you back into 
her life? Remember that night? How you abandoned her soon 
after, having left her a going away gift? You couldn't know of the 
legacy you left behind. Hello, my name is Legacy." 

She decided that this maybe wasn't the best approach. 

Anger. Curiosity. Confusion. Parental validation, and whether or 
not she needed it. Her upbringing by godparents who loved her 
unconditionally. What she was taught: how she should think 
through a situation, consider all options, and act upon things as 
quickly as possible so she wouldn't have time to change her mind. 
Who "Rob Murdoch" really was. The overwhelming urge to 
punch this man in the throat. How she felt, which was a well of 
emotional tumult. Anger was her fuel source, compelling her to 
act, but it was a lousy driver. 

Rob sounded pleasant enough on the phone and agreed to meet 
her at his place, sounding unphased that someone claiming to be 
his daughter wanted to visit him. Once Dana had had this 
information in hand, she did a fair amount of humming and 
hawing as well. She wasn't so sure she wanted to meet this man 
now. She had a gut feeling that this was all wrong but in over- 
thinking things determined that it was just nerves and that nothing 
could possibly go wrong meeting this person. 

On the day she was to visit Rob, hesitation set in again. She'd 
walked around the block at least five times before she finally 
approached his front door. Even once there, she hesitated to ring 
the front doorbell. But she felt compelled to know who this man 


was. She was decided. 

A teenage girl perhaps only a few years younger than Dana 
answered the door. Dana figured this girl to be in early-to-middle 
of high-school, not quite nearly out to graduating like Dana was. 

"Hello", said Dana, "does Robert Murdoch live here?" 

"Mom? There's someone at the door for dad!" 

An older woman came to the door. "Hello?" 

"Hi. I'm looking for Robert Murdoch." 

"Oh, I'm afraid he's not in. He left yesterday late afternoon. 
Work, you know." 

"Not surprising", thought Dana. "Oh. Well. Um, I was supposed 
to meet him today." 

The woman thought about it for a second. She shook her head. 
"He didn't mention meeting anyone for today." 

Dana felt dejected. She'd already spoken to him on the phone. 
Why was this happening? 

The woman continued: "But I'll leave him a message. He'll be 
back in three weeks. Who should I say called?" 

"Um", Dana hesitated. 

"What would Marie do?" 

She wondered why she quite suddenly thought of Marie after all 
this time. Marie was the quick and creative one in her small group 
in mid-elementary school, and right now, Dana wished she could 
be more like her. 

She saw that younger girl — "my half-sister", she thought. Was 
she going to tell all to this woman, Rob's wife, and perhaps 
destroy any happy little illusion she had of him? 

"What would Mylene do?" 

Again, she wondered why she would think of someone she 
hadn't seen in years. Mylene was the one who acted like nothing 
was wrong. At this point, Dana thought she must surely be giving 
the impression that something was wrong. 

She took a deep breath. "Tell him Paula stopped by, please. 
Concerning an orphan's benefit?" 

"Paula?" 

"Yes, Paula", Dana said, half-convinced of this deception. She 
smiled confidently. 


The younger girl piped up. "Are you my cousin or something?" 

The woman looked at her daughter. "Don't be ridiculous, 
Audrianne. You already know who all of your cousins are." Then 
she looked at Dana. "Pardon her. She has quite an imagination." 

Dana smiled at Audrianne. "Oh, I'm sure her imagination works 
just fine." 

Audrianne smiled back and let out a little laugh. 

As she left them, Dana was still smiling. That smile hid her 
disappointment in and bitterness for Rob. 

"What a coward. He bugged out on mother and then skipped 
town on me. Of course his wife wouldn't know I was coming. Why 
was I thinking that she'd know? Why would he tell her? 'Honey, 
my illegitimate daughter will be visiting us tomorrow. If I'm not 
here, then won't you invite her in and treat her like one of our 
own? And don't send her off until she's had at least one cup of 
cocoa.' Why did I even bother? Dad was right: Rob's an asshole. 
He duped mother and me both. Two generations of us! I must send 
him a congratulatory medal, made of plastic, of course. But what 
to inscribe? Caveat emptor? Cui bono? I must ask dad what those 
expressions mean. They sound appropriate for some reason. I'll 
think of something for this disappointment called 'Bio-dad'." 

She wandered towards the bus stop, waited, and thought: "I 
wonder will I ever see Audrianne again?" 

Dana's dreams still bothered her but not as they once did. She 
felt stronger after her non-meeting with bio-dad, even though she 
figured on having to deal with him one day. For now, he didn't 
really matter to Dana — perhaps one day, but not now. She'd 
always had love in her life — mother, father, mum — no matter who 
raised her. She pondered these dreams while awake. They became 
curious, interesting, fascinating. 

She walked home again from orchestra practice — the last one 
before the big concert. 

She passed the fruit and veggie store on the way. Again. 

She bought oranges. Again. 

She sniffed them noticeably. Again. 

She didn't care what others thought. Again. 

She heard her dad was going to be late coming home from 


work. He'd have to reheat his dinner upon coming home. 
All this was fine by Dana. She was in no rush to go back. 


Prelude #4. 
Reunion 


"So Ian, when are we going to have that date?" 

Angéle had let fly that question while at a party. Her ex, Cees, 
whose party it was, had already passed out on the living room 
couch from too much of whatever he'd been drinking and was 
beyond hearing either content or context of others' conversations. 

"Others" in that case meant Ian and Angéle in the kitchen, as 
well as two people chatting at low volume in the same room 
where Cees was dozing. 

Ian thought it rather audacious that Angéle had popped that sort 
of question where she did. But it was fine: He liked audacious. 

He still wasn't sure about Angéle. Everything inside told him to 
keep things social and at arm's length where she was concerned. 
He'd been attracted to her while they were in university but back 
then she barely took notice of him at all, their social satellites co- 
orbiting Cees' world, then in a relationship with Angele. 

He didn't give Angéle an answer that evening. She warned him 
not to let it go too long. He stared at his cellphone, instincts 
telling him not to make that call. 


School had been socially difficult for Marie this year. 

The academic material in Pure and Applied Sciences was quite 
easy for her, but she thought most of her colleagues were on 
another planet, rarely associating with her. 

The only course where she felt like she was part of something 
was an elective in theatre. Many of those classmates were bowled 
over to find out that she wanted to go into medicine at university 
— some of them were disappointed to hear this. 


On coming back to Montreal, Marie was stuck in French- 
language high-school. Neither the language nor the culture had 
thrown her off-kilter as much as the differences in the school 
systems between where she'd been and where she was. Cégep in 
English had proven even more of an adjustment, although she was 
fine academically before the end of first year, just in time to get 
her grades up to honour-roll level. 

She wanted to go to university in Quebec and had a good range 
of medical schools to choose from but ultimately only applied to 
one: McGill. Peter had always been skeptical of Marie becoming 
a doctor, believing she wasn't analytical enough for the job, but 
still encouraged her to apply to a Chicago university. Josianne 
thought Peter's first comment had been so uninformed as to be 
silly — she also smiled in recalling that Peter had amused her 
whenever he was silly, whether he intended to be that way or not 
— but she did agree with him when he said later that it was foolish 
of Marie to apply to only one university. Marie just shrugged her 
shoulders, saying she got lucky and people should drop it. 

Josianne couldn't disagree. 

Marie stared at her laptop. Her acceptance letter from McGill 
lay to her right on her pressed-wood desk. She picked it up, 
smiled, and re-read its contents right down to the fine print. Each 
reading refilled her with a certain amount of pride: She was to be 
the first in her family to go to McGill. 

She looked up at the ceiling, all painted in black punctuated by 
fluorescent stardots, and chuckled at how inaccurate it most likely 
was. She knew that it was better than the all-blue room she’d 
moved into, courtesy of the previous owner. 

"What could he have been thinking?" 

She looked once more at her acceptance letter. Aside from 
telling her family, as well as colleagues, she had no one else to 
share the good news with. 

Facebook stared back at her through her laptop. One of her 
colleagues in theatre invited her to join in the second week of last 
session. Ever curious, she accepted and then proceeded to flood 
her profile with all manner of visuals. She had only 10 Facebook 
friends to speak of, all of them from theatre class. She still found 


it strange that none of her Facebook friends were from Pure and 
Applied but upon reflection realized that it was at least consistent 
with her real life. 

In a flash, she thought about her two close friends at elementary 
school and smiled at the idea that they were probably on social 
media. 


M-S Demers-Cahill: 

“Hi. Is that the same Mylene I went to 

elementary school with in Montreal?” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Marie-Soleil? Is that you? OMG! 
It's been a long time!” 

M-S Demers-Cahill: 

“Sure has! Are you back in Montreal?” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“No. Magog, near Sherbrooke. Still 
at cégep, but I'll be at UOAM for the 
fall.” 

M-S Demers-Cahill: 

“Boo-yeah! McGill for me! What in?” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Comms. You?” 

M-S Demers-Cahill: 

“Sciences. I'm bound for med school.” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Nice! Say, have you heard from 
Dana?” 

M-S Demers-Cahill: 

“Nope. So we should look her up?” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Hells to the yeah!” 

M-S Demers-Cahill: 

“Just curious, but did you lose weight?” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Yeah, you could say that.” 


"McGill?" 

"Yup, McGill. Sounds great, doesn't it?" asked Dana. 

"Sure it does", said Joe, smiling, as he put some paperwork 
away in his old rolltop desk, something he'd picked up at a yard 
sale in west-end NDG in the mid-1990s. "I had no idea that you'd 
applied to McGill." 

"I guess I'm just full of surprises today." 

Joe smiled. "You sure are. And...?" 

Dana smiled and raised her eyebrows. "Maybe. Concordia 
accepted me, too, so I have some thinking to do." 

"I think that sounds like good news all around!" Joe hugged her. 
"I imagine you'll decide soon enough." 

"I'd like to. Maybe Concordia. I know you went to Concordia, 
so at least I wouldn't be lost there." 

"Maybe you would at that: Concordia's changed quite a bit since 
my day, from what I've seen and from what your mom tells me. 
McGill, on the other hand,..." 

"...looks about the same as always." 

"To be fair, they have added a few things." 

They both laughed. 

"Say, I ran into Josianne today. You used to be friends with her 
daughter Marie?" 

Dana smiled widely. "That's a name I haven't heard, like, since I 
was a kid." 

"Well, Marie's back in town and going to school here. Maybe 
you could try to find her on Fastbook, or whatever you call it." 

"It's 'Facebook'? And yeah, most definitely! Though you could 
just give me Josianne's phone number." 

"As I say, I ran into her. We didn't exchange numbers." 

"I thought you two stayed in touch. Weren't you two a thing, 
like, ages ago?" 

"Yup." 

"So?" 

"Like you said, ages ago." 

"So why don't you two keep in touch? It always seems to be 
about 'running into her’. What about that whole gang of yours? 
Wouldn't you like to see them all again?" 


"Dana, that was a long, long time ago." 

"Hel-loo? Reunions? They have them for high-school 
graduating classes? Maybe you've heard of them?" 

Joe laughed. "Do you have any idea how big university is?" 

What Joe didn't say was that he wanted to avoid being bothering 
with his former group of friends. Many of them had made it clear 
that once university finished they would go their own ways. There 
were a few years when Dana went to school with Marie and 
Mylene, but Joe and friends kept their meet-ups to a minimum. 
That he ran into Josianne on occasion seemed neither here nor 
there: People ran into each other in Montreal all the time. 

"Yes?" Dana continued. "You took me on a tour of both 
campuses? Lots of people there all the time. I got a very good 
idea of it. I don't know what it is with you Boomers." 

"Xer. I was one year off from being a Boomer." 

"What-e-ver. Maybe you should look Josianne up on 
Facebook?" 

"Hmm. Well, I'm not on it yet." 

"Fine. I'll send you the invite", she said, resigned. 

Joe smiled. 


Dana let Joe's words about universities and reunions mentally 
roll around a bit before she sent Joe an invite to join Facebook. 
Good deed done, she hesitated a bit more before typing in what 
she thought was Marie's full first name. She figured that there 
couldn't be so many people with that first name on Facebook so it 
should be easy to find. 

It wasn't. 

She tried something else, recalling that Josianne's last name was 
Demers and that Marie had had a composite surname when she 
and Dana were kids. But Dana figured that Marie couldn't have 
held onto that last name, considering where Marie had lived until 
recently. Dana figured that Marie must have "matured" enough by 
now to let her mom's last name drop in favour of her dad's last 
name, Cahill. 

"Then again, Marie could be quite creative". 

She came across a profile that she thought might be Marie's but 


still couldn't be 100% sure. She drummed her fingers on her small 
desk and hummed and hawed for a bit. She threw caution out the 
window. 


Dana Preece: 
“Hi Marie-Soleil. Long time. It's Dana. 
Remember me?” 
M-S Demers-Cahill: 
“OMG! Do I? Mylene and I were 
just talking about you!” 
Dana Preece: 
“Mylene? OMG! Is she on FB, too? 
M-S Demers-Cahill: 
“Pretty much everyone our age is!” 
Dana Preece: 
“Nice!” 
M-S Demers-Cahill: 
“And we'll both be at university next 
year!” 
Dana Preece: 
“Coolio! Me too! We defo have to get 
together!” 
M-S Demers-Cahill: 
“The Unholy Three ride again! 
Dana Preece: 
“Yahoo! Hey, just curious, but what's 
with your hair?” 


KEK 


He marvelled at his reasoning over accepting Angeéle's 
suggestion to date. The marvel was that no reasoning was used at 
all. 

Before Angéle and Cees decided they weren't on talking terms 
for the umpteenth time — Ian stopped keeping track after the 
second episode — Angéle also decided that Ian was interesting 
enough for her. Ian wasn’t sure how he'd felt about that either, 


about someone "deciding" that he was "interesting". She'd only 
become more aware of Ian once Cees was no longer in the centre 
of her social universe. 

Even after Angéle and Cees were back on speaking terms, she 
hung around Ian more and more outside their group. She found 
him roguish and charming. She liked that he could be carefree one 
moment and intellectual the next. He was never sure if being 
called intellectual was a good thing, but he did accept her 
compliments for what he felt they were worth. 

Ian concluded that it must have been his carefree side that had 
accepted Angéle's suggestion. 

Despite any apprehension he had before, he looked forward to 
their first "date". 


Joe hesitated a bit. He had no aversion to using new technology 
or applications — it was a part of his work. But the idea of social 
media was too new to him. 

He felt he would get the hang of it eventually but in how much 
time he couldn't be sure. Facebook seemed straightforward 
enough to him, but like with anything new he had to look out for 
potential "gotchas". He wasn't too sure where and when this 
tendency had started but thought that it may have been related to 
something that had gone on in university. He put that aside for the 
moment as he cautiously navigated Facebook. 

Finding Josianne was easy enough. Her profile suggested that 
she had been on Facebook for a few months, although she didn't 
appear to be a stranger to social media in general. She had links to 
sites like MySpace and GeoCities, saying she'd close those 
accounts up soon in favour of Facebook. 

"All eggs in one basket? Hmm". 

Numerous on Josianne's profile were photos of her artwork and 
at least two art exhibitions. In a few of those photos, Joe noticed 
Rob, Dana's bio-dad. He reflected on Dana's first and only attempt 
to visit him so far. 

"That would explain how Josianne had his number". 

He felt mixed up about Josianne maintaining communications 
with Rob. Rob had been a source of consternation for Joe at 


university, and Joe was more than happy to not be anywhere 
around him anymore. He felt that Rob was a dick and people 
shouldn't like types like that. He also felt that whoever Josianne 
chose to have in her life was her business, not his. 

He typed things out carefully. He'd never used more than three 
fingers per hand at a stretch but felt this was a vast improvement 
over the one-finger typing technique he'd entered the workforce 
with. He wondered would he ever learn to type properly. 


Joseph Preece: 

“Hi Josianne. It was nice running” 

Joseph Preece: 

“into you today.” 

Joseph Preece: 

“Sorry. Still getting the hang of this.” 
Josianne Demers: 
“Hi Joe. It was good to see you, too! 
And I know what you mean about 
Facebook! Marie got me into this 
only two months ago. Even there, it 
was strictly on the conditions that I 
post nothing on her wall and don't 
touch anything she's posted.” 

Joseph Preece: 

“Ha ha! Dana hasn't imposed any 

restrictions” 

Joseph Preece: 

“yet.” 

Joseph Preece: 

“Dammit.” 
Josianne Demers: 
“Tt looks like you're hitting the 
Return key.” 

Joseph Preece: 

"Sometimes my thumb has a will of its own." 
Josianne Demers: 
"Mine, too." 


Joseph Preece: 

“Dana seemed quite excited to hear that 

Marie's back.” 
Josianne Demers: 
“Oh good. Marie's had some trouble 
re-adjusting since I put her in 
English school four years ago. 
Cégep hasnt been much different. 
Still, she finished Sec V with flying 
colours. What a kid!” 

Joseph Preece: 

“Say, Dana suggested I find you on 

Facebook. She found it curious that we 

never thought of meeting up on purpose.’ 
Josianne Demers: 
“"We'?” 


J 


Joseph Preece: 
“Yeah, we. You. Me. Even the old gang.” 
Josianne Demers: 
“The entire old gang? Not just those 
whose kids went to school together 
when they were younger?” 
Joseph Preece: 
“Sure. Them, too. Why not.” 
Josianne Demers: 
“Joe, that was a long time ago.” 
Joseph Preece: 
“T know. A long time ago.’ 
Josianne Demers: 
“We've all gone on to other things in 


life.” 


J 


Joseph Preece: 

“Gone on so long ago. True.’ 
Josianne Demers: 
“Tt might be fun.” 


J 


Joseph Preece: 
“Sure. Just once.’ 


J 


Josianne Demers: 
“Sure. Once.” 


38 AK OK 


Angéle was all smiles. 

Ian had never seen her like this before. It concerned him. 

In the past, Cees had warned Ian about Angele, just in case Ian 
had had a notion to go out with her. Ian well knew Cees' past with 
Angéle and considered that Cees was merely being spiteful. 
Despite that, he felt that it wasn't his place to judge others, that 
people did change. He felt he could take a chance with Angele 
and not regret it in the end. 

She couldn't help but notice some apprehension about Ian but 
figured this was merely first-date jitters. 

Ian didn't really consider that he and Angéle were on a date. He 
felt that the point of dating was for people to get to know each 
other, and he and Angéle knew each other quite well, or so he 
thought. Still, it was always nice to meet outside of the usual 
social circles. 

She still considered this a date, one that you had to go through 
as a matter of ritual to get to the relationship. She felt she could 
let her guard down around Ian and have no unpleasant surprises. 

"As long as he stays the same, everything ought to be alright." 


38 2K 2K ok 


Dana Preece: 

“Are you serious? He's still in 

Chicago? Why?” 
M-S Demers-Cahill: 
“Gordie wanted to stay with his 
friends. I can't blame him. 
Anyway, it's not like I had much 
to keep me anchored there. 
Moving back here was an easy 
choice for me.” 


Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“T guess! I can't say I have a 
choice. Wherever the parental 
units go,...” 
Dana Preece: 
“What'll you do when you start 
university, Mylene? Where will 
you live?” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Find a place to live in town, 
preferably before I start. My 
parents live a charmed life in 
Magog and aren't about to sell 
house so soon. I'm not sure 
where. I think I'm too late to 
apply for residence at 
UQAM.” 
Dana Preece: 
“My dad owns the four 
apartments in the building 
where we live. I know he's doing 
renos on two of them right now, 
but I can see if he's got a 
vacancy for September. You 
never know.” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“As long as it’s near a metro 
Station.” 
Dana Preece: 
“Tt is! Green line!” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Sweet! We can be 
neighbours!” 
M-S Demers-Cahill: 
“T get the feeling I should 
change neighbourhoods.” 


Dana Preece: 

“LOL” 
Myléne Janvier-Allardice: 
“Lol!” 


38 28 2K 


She sat, alone. The bar's terrasse spread out to her right and 
ahead of her — a banister separated it from the sidewalk. 

She alternated between looking at her drink and just straight 
ahead, giving no passer-by the impression that she was looking at 
them looking at her. She occasionally smiled: her, big sunglasses, 
skin still tanned from a year's worth of good-weather outdoor 
festivals plus two weeks wintering in Varadero, hair five different 
colours (one her natural, four not); piercings on both ears and on 
both ends of her lower lip as well as a nose-ring — her sunglasses 
obscured a piercing on the left eyebrow; tattoos on both arms, 
with the right one covered up til her wrist. She was a real work of 
art, sitting there by herself, getting mostly curious glances from 
passers-by, whom she regarded as other works of art. She'd 
thought about hanging a sign over the railing, indicating a per- 
view pay scheme, but then recalled that she was a strong advocate 
of free days at museums and galleries. That was one thing that 
Marie missed about Chicago, wondering why Montreal didn't 
have this as a thing, or at least if it did then why wasn't it widely 
publicized, like in Chicago. 

She put those thoughts aside. She looked around for two friends 
whom she hadn't seen since they were all 10. She noticed one 
couple staring at each other but not saying anything. She noticed 
another couple looking very much like they were on a first date 
together, or so she thought. Some guy was reading a book in 
French on Kant — by Marie's estimation, he was quite engrossed 
in it, too — his glass of red wine in front of him. 

She'd also glimpsed as she walked in a young woman sitting 
over in a small alcove, now out of Marie's view. That glimpse 
accorded Marie the image of a woman seemingly distracted, 
perhaps nervous, who had a glass of water on her table, had 


darkish brown hair with curls at the bottom, and seemed to dress 
like someone not long out of some religious order. 

"Photographic memory is a beautiful thing". 

She wasn't sure whether or not she should give this person much 
more thought and decided to concentrate on both the people 
walking by and the crantini in front of her. 


It was around 25C, a bright, sunny, late-spring day, one about to 
be summer whenever everyone else was ready. 

She walked casually along the street, her dark brown hair 
draped over the shoulders of her black blazer, unbuttoned but 
partially covering a black spaghetti-strapped tank top. Around her 
neck, a puka shell necklace, hand-made by some local artisan not 
far from her parents' place in the country. She wasn't sure how a 
local artisan got her hands on so many puka shells to make a lot 
of necklaces but she liked the one with dark brown finished wood 
pieces almost illuminating what few white shells there were. It 
was one of two things about her attire which wasn't black. Her 
black slacks gave the impression of an easy-going manner to her 
gait which echoed how she felt walking along in low-heeled 
sandals, also in black, a style her mother once referred to as 
"casual-sharp". She certainly thought it an apt description of how 
she felt. 

She slowed down from time to time and occasionally glanced at 
some resto-bar's menu, sometimes stopping to examine it. 
Sometimes she window-shopped whenever something caught her 
gaze. Sometimes she simply looked at people here and there, 
though they'd never know it. She never lifted her small, round, 
mirrored swivel-sunglass clips, hiding eyes that would diamond- 
cut or burn those who'd do her wrong or assume too much about 
her, but only saved love and affection for the best. She was never 
going to save her best for any less than that. 

She felt Montreal had changed since she went away some years 
ago. But then again, so had she. 


She sat, nervous, glass of water in front of her. Dana had had 
wine at the dinner table before, but she had yet to order on her 


own at a bar or resto and certainly wasn't about to do so before 
noon. She began to think that she wasn't in the right place or even 
at the right time. She had an occasional tendency to be late, 
although she rarely got the wrong place. She figured that Marie 
should stand out in a crowd, at least from what she'd seen of 
Marie's profile photo — photos, as she had many of them. But 
from where Dana was sitting, she couldn't see anyone who 
resembled Marie by any stretch. She feared that the waiter hadn't 
put her in a good place. She could see most of the terrasse, as well 
as anyone entering through the restaurant, and she had neither 
seen Marie enter yet nor vice-versa. 

She looked up and straight ahead and noticed someone coming 
onto the terrasse directly off the street. Dana hadn't thought of 
anyone entering this place in such a way. She had a flash of 
recognition toward the woman in black who'd just entered the 
terrasse but couldn't be sure. The woman didn't resemble anyone 
Dana may have known, save for a profile photo on social media. 

Flash then turned to full illumination. 

Mystery woman, all dressed in black, seemed to smile off to 
Dana's right blind spot. Dana got up to see: There was Marie, 
sitting and smiling, being looked at by none other than Mylene. 

Quite suddenly, Dana felt like a dunce. 


To a passer-by not used to Montreal, the Unholy Three probably 
seemed a motley trio, all so different. To the average Montrealer, 
this was probably nothing more than curious, and certainly 
nothing out of the ordinary. 

Food and drinks ordered, though Dana stuck mainly with water, 
Marie suggested Dana gravitate to something called an "RNC" for 
after lunch. 

"RNC?" asked Myléne, as confused as Dana. 

"Rum and coke. Simple. Straight-forward. You'll like it! Trust 
me!" said Marie. 

Mylene stuck with red wine for her meal, shifting to sangria for 
afterwards. 

Marie continued sipping crantinis. 

Dana cautiously sipped her rum and coke. She noticed how 


different Mylene and Marie were from each other. Moreover, she 
also noticed how different she was from either of them. She 
tended to dress conservatively when going out, and not even 
business-conservative. She felt somewhat awkward around them. 
They stood out — she didn't. She realized that memories can play 
tricks, freezing one's image of another in the past. She 
remembered that they'd all worn school uniforms back when they 
were in elementary. She began to wonder if she had anything in 
common with either of them. 

Mylene could feel a certain uneasiness coming off of Dana and 
wasn't sure what it could be about. She noticed the small high 
collar that Dana was wearing, along with her blue jeans, and 
Mylene thought she seemed quite comfortable in her clothes, so 
she wasn't sure what was amiss. 

Marie continued sipping her crantini, giving the impression of 
being happily aloof, which was whenever she wasn't talking up a 
storm. 

Mylene decided to divert the conversation to business and ask 
Dana about what they'd talked about via email. 

"Yes!" said Dana, not so awkward anymore. "Dad'll be done 
with the renos by the end of June. He says you can have the place 
any time in August." 

Mylene smiled widely. "So cool! We'll be neighbours!" 

"MEE-len!" 

Mylene looked around. Her smile faded only a little. "Hi 
Jillianne! How are things? Looking for a new place? Or just 
shopping around?" 

"Shopping for my new place. Buh-bye roomies!" 

"Nice!" 

Marie smiled as she looked at Jillianne. She liked the way 
Jillianne was dressed and how she styled herself and more things 
besides. 

Dana looked at Marie curiously. 

"What about you?" asked Jillianne. 

"T'll be in Magog til August, but I just found a place here", she 
said, smiling at Dana. 

Dana got a bad feeling about Jillianne but decided not to let it 


get to her any more than any bad feeling she'd had about 
prospective tenants who she'd gotten a bad vibe off of, resulting in 
her mother turning them away. Jillianne represented a slightly 
different sort of bad feeling. Dana figured on asking Myléne 
about her later. 

"Well, gotta go. Let's stay in touch, Mee. Ciao-ciao!" said 
Jillianne, leaving. 

The other two looked and smiled at Mylene. 

"What?" asked Mylene, wanting to laugh. 

"Mee'?" asked Marie, smiling widely, eyebrows arched over 
sunglass rims. 

"Jillianne picked it up from a mutual friend in Sherbrooke." 
Mylene bunched her lips and shrugged a bit. "What can I say? It 
doesn't bother me." 

"I like it", said Marie, smiling and looking in the direction 
where Jillianne was walking. 

"If you don't mind, I think I'll stick with 'Myléne’. I've always 
liked the way it sounds", said Dana. 

"You know, I was almost named Maria, and then Héléne." 

Marie made a face. "You mean we were almost name-sisters?" 

"Maria is my dad's mom's name. Héléne is my mom's mom's 
name. They couldn't agree on one or the other, so they 
compromised, and here I am!" 

"Life's full of compromises", said Dana. 

"Yeah", said Mylene. "Like me." 

"Fun fact: My sister's name was to be Marie-Héléne", said 
Marie. 

Mylene and Dana looked at Marie strangely. 

"You have a sister?" asked Dana. "You did a good job keeping 
her a secret from the world, I must say." 

"I did", said Marie, looking at Dana strangely. "She was kid #1. 
Premature. She didn't survive. I only found out from a note 
stashed in my baby book. Both parents have since confirmed it." 
Marie pouted then smiled. "My dad wanted his next girl to have 
the same name — 'family tradition' he said — but mom got creeped 
out by that." Marie smiled suddenly. "So it's 'Marie-Soleil', here to 
brighten your day." 


Marie and Mylene knew about Dana's past enough to know that 
her middle name was "Marie" and that they weren't about to bring 
it up for the sake of conversation. They also knew enough of her 
story but neither of them thought that much had really changed 
about it over the years. Myléne was another matter, but she wasn't 
about to divulge something that had happened since they last saw 
each other in Elementary V. Not for now, at least. 


Over at one of the other tables, Angéle looked at the trio of 
younger women looking like they were having a good time. She 
tried to get a sense of each person's body language but found 
them difficult to read. 

Around this time, Ian realized Angéle wasn't quite focussed on 
what they'd been talking about. In fact, Ian began to feel like the 
conversation was one-sided, with him talking by default and 
Angéle not quite listening. In an ideal situation, he preferred a 
role reversal. He decided to turn his chair loudly 90 degrees to his 
left, which caused a number of terrasse dwellers to stop their 
conversations or whatever else they'd been doing and turn around 
to look at what the noise was. Even the Kant guy couldn't help but 
notice, though for a second. Ian only noticed all this peripherally 
but didn't pay much attention. He sat down, content and 
comfortable, took a sip of his red wine, and then smiled. 

"Ahhh! Much better", he said. 

Angeéle looked at him, first aghast but then bursting into 
laughter. 

"Well", said Ian, eyes warm but serious, "if we're gonna people- 
watch, we may as well do it together." 

Angéle looked at him fondly. "Don't ever change." 


Myléne decided to position herself with her back to the passing 
public — it was more socially flexible than how she'd been sitting 
before. In any case, the general public had begun to bore her. She 
preferred better the general view of the terrasse. She looked at the 
couple who'd just caused a minor yet noticeable disturbance some 
minutes ago. Her outside appearance spoke cool-to-cold, but on 
the inside, she was smiling. She felt content seeing two people 


together seemingly so carefree and comfortable around each 
other. She knew that never could be her again. 

Her inner smile stopped. She wanted to avoid another romantic 
disappointment. No, that would never be her again: She wanted 
never to be that way again. 

The couple she'd seen decided to get up and leave. 

Marie decided to get up and go to the washroom. 

Dana decided to look at Mylene, smiling. Dana marvelled at 
how much Mylene had changed. Dana wondered why she hadn't. 
Dana felt pretty much the same as she had when she was 10 years 
old, only wardrobe updated, and quite a bit taller. 

"Okay, so maybe I have changed, but not like Mylene", thought 
Dana. 

Mylene noticed Dana staring at her, wondering if Dana still 
thought Mylene was chubby. 

"No, that was only late baby fat", thought Mylene. "Szill..." 

Dana blurted out something that she was sure no friend was 
interested in: "I learned more about my bio-mom." 

Mylene smiled, relieved for many reasons. 

Marie came back as Dana had spoken and, eyebrows raised, she 
didn't miss a cue: "Do tell. That was a mystery to you for years." 

Dana smiled. 


Prelude #5 
law 


Eyes open. He stared at faint light on the ceiling, streaming in 
over curtain tops. It was just enough to illuminate some things. 

He figured he must be lying in a big bed. He recalled his single 
mattress in a lower bunk to be neither so wide nor without the 
limited height made possible by an upper bunk. He certainly knew 
that his dorm bed at the An Oige should not have been able to 
accommodate two people with enough space between them. He 
had no idea where he was, except maybe a stately old hotel, or a 
B&B, or perhaps even someone's house. Wherever it was, he had 
to admit that it was much nicer and comfier than where he was 
supposed to have been. 

Morning light peeking through a slit near the top of dark drapes 
permitted him some idea of his immediate surroundings: basic 
colour for the bedding, walls, and fixtures; varied floral patterns 
everywhere else. 

He looked to his right and wondered how he hadn't gone to bed 
alone. 

His head ached a bit from moving too quickly. He got out of bed 
gingerly but the blood still rushed. 

How he'd fetched up in a big bed he couldn't quite recall either. 
He wanted to have an idea of where he might be. He opened the 
drapes but a tiny crack, enough to make him squint in reaction. 
His body blocked any incoming light, at least as much as he 
could, given his height. He had no idea who he'd laid last night 
but was in no hurry to find out by waking this person up. 

He appeared to be at least two floors above ground level. Over 
roofs of other buildings, one storey shorter than from where he 


stood, he could make out a wide body of water some streets away. 
Between the beach and where he stood was what appeared to be a 
train station, with tracks emanating from both sides and people 
waiting on a platform. It didn't look like anywhere he'd visited 
before. 

"Definitely not Dublin, and definitely not inland. Just how far 
away am I?" 

He exhaled noticeably. 

"Ye like the view?" came a soft, sleepy voice from the bed. 

"Oh, sorry." He closed the drapes right up and slowly made his 
way back to what had been "his" side of the bed. He looked 
quietly for his clothes in whatever light still graced the room with 
its presence. He was no longer concerned about his mini- 
hangover. 

The voice became a laugh. "Not sure what ye have te be sorry 
about." Bedside lamp came on. 

"Not much by the looks of it", he said, smiling at the dark- 
haired woman beside him. 

She smiled. "Ye have that look about you, of someone who 
doesn't know how he got here, like." 

"I don't recall much about last night, period." 

She let out a little laugh. "So nothing at all?" 

"Eh, walking towards the DART. Connell?" 

"Yeh, Connelly." 

"After that, not much. A train ride. Lots of lights. A large ship?" 

"The ferry at Dun Laoghaire." 

"Yeah, 'Doon LEER-ee’. That sounds about right", he said, not 
100% sure if he'd pronounced it correctly. "Another pub. Lots of 
laughing. Don't remember after that. And then, morning, here, 
now." 

"That's a lot not to recall." She smiled. "Fer the record, ye were 
savage..." 

"Sorry." 

"...1n bed. Shame you don't recall it." 

"Yeh. A shame. So where's 'here'?" 

"Bray, outside of Jackeen land. But if ye were staying in Dublin, 
then ye might want to be back there before Daduns finds out ye're 


here." 

"Daduns?" 

"Me Da." 

"Oh great. A minor." 

"Nah, man. I'm at uni. Nothing minor here. But when yeh live 
with the parents..." 

"...you play by their rules. Like with everywhere. Um, look, 
thanks for putting me up for the night." 

"Thanks for the night. You were gas and class", she said with a 
big smile. 

He smiled back at her and gave her a peck on the cheek."I wish 
I could recall it." 

"Ah, ye probably will soon enough. Look you, there's a hotel 
down the street between the DART and the strand. Go into the 
restaurant there. If the brace of the sea air doesn't clear your head, 
then maybe a plate of eggs, pudding, and rashers'll do ye, and the 
cook's killer at it, like." 

"Sounds fab!" He checked his wallet; hoping he hadn't depleted 
his cash supply. 

She went to the door, opened it, and checked for any sounds, no 
matter how faint, about the place. She got dressed. "Oh, that part 
about me da? I was only messing with yeh. My parents aren't 
even here, and whatever me sis sees she's sworn to secrecy." 

"Is she here?" 

"Nah." 

"I don't see a problem. Join me for breakfast?" 

"I'm skint." 

"Ah, well, I didn't ask if you had money. Seriously, my treat. No 
strings attached." 

"Yeh haven't even told me yer name yet." 

"Tan." 

"Jacqueline." 


*clicketa-clicketa-clicketa* 

Ian was woken from his daydreaming of all things Irish by a kid 
raising its voice to its mother. The mother shushed her kid, calling 
him "Evan". 


The train slowly racked-and-pinioned its way up Mount 
Snowdon, roller-coaster click-clacking, summit-bound, but for 
Ian, there was to be no downhill after that, except on foot. 

*clicketa-clicketa-clicketa* 

A few houses and a chapel, roofless and abandoned since who- 
knows and looking quite uninhabitable, the train passed them all. 
Ian wondered how many people used to live on this mountain and 
how long ago they'd left for other parts and why. Nobody seemed 
to live on this mountain, except sheep. 

*clicketa-clicketa-clicketa* 

A small coal cinder in the centre of a black circle ringed with 
little flames off to the side of the tracks told Ian that a steam 
locomotive had gone before his train. A sheep safely grazed a 
metre or so away from that, probably not really caring about the 
fire at all. 

*clicketa-clicketa-clicketa* 

*shunt to the right* 

*halt* 

The cog railway train he was on pulled into a short siding. The 
down-bound train seemed to have more priority. Ian hoped that 
the engine's spark arrester was functioning properly. No fear: It 
was a diesel, rather like the one pushing the train Ian was on. 

*sudden push* 

*shunt left* 

*clicketa-clicketa-clicketa* 

As the train rolled back onto the mainline, the peak loomed 
more clearly than before. Ian looked forward to reaching the top, 
just to see what he could see in all directions. The vegetation had 
thinned out so much that it seemed moss-like from a distance. 
Even the sheep didn't bother with the mountain at this altitude. 

"To stand on the shoulder of a giant", thought Ian, knowing full 
well that Mount Snowdon wasn't the highest peak in the world, let 
alone the UK. "Jn Wales, for sure. Not in the UK: Ben Nevis is 
higher. No matter. The gang back home will love the photos I'm 
going to take." 

He got stuck on that last thought, concluding that said gang 
probably wouldn't care. He was going to take photos for himself 


alone, and he was fine with that. 

*clicketa-clicketa-clicketa* 

*halt* 

Bumping post. Summit Station, only a two-minute walk from 
the true summit, he estimated, but he wasn't about to complain. 

"Dear Laura, 

Not sure how high this place is compared 
to Mount Washington, but no one can beef 
about the view. Took a train to the top 
and'll hike down the other side. Trip's a 
gas so far. Ireland was great. Wales is 
great. Can't wait to tell you more later. 
Luv Ian." 

The postcard was Burlington-bound. Would it arrive at Laura's 
Vermont abode before he got back to Montreal? He didn't give it 
much more thought after mailing it off from "the highest post box 
in the UK". 


A hot bath was in order. There was no shower, so a bath it was. 
This was fine by Ian. He needed to relax after fighting gravity 
hiking down. 

The rain started and didn't look like it was going to let up too 
soon. Where he was staying had a pub with a kitchen downstairs. 
He felt lucky that he didn’t have to go outside for a pint. This was 
a first on his trip overseas. The whole time he'd been on that side 
of the Atlantic, it hadn't rained beyond spitting. One local quipped 
that Ian had brought the good weather with him from Canada. 
What Ian hadn't brought with him was an umbrella. He hoped it 
wouldn't be raining by the time he had to leave Beddgelert 
tomorrow. 

He knew that he'd catch the mini-bus to Porthmadog tomorrow 
morning, but beyond that, he had no real plan, aside from having 
to be in Cardiff a week later to catch his flight back to Canada. He 
had no intention of arriving in Cardiff the day he was to leave. He 
had to make some decisions and fairly soon. 

Aside from the bartender in the pub, who, at this hour, was 
probably the publican, there were few others, most likely regulars. 


He didn't want to become too pre-occupied with who was staring 
at him as he walked into the room. He figured he couldn't go 
wrong with sitting at the bar. He ordered a pint of bitter, pulled 
out his mapbook of Wales, and began to plot out his trip between 
Porthmadog and Cardiff. 

He wanted to avoid retracing the path that got him to the ferry 
landing at Fishguard Harbour: two nights in Swansea along 
Oystermouth Road; and one night in Fishguard itself. He'd also 
stayed one night in Cardiff but was unable to appreciate it in a jet- 
lagged state: He felt that a day of clear-headed sightseeing there 
was in order. 

"Aberystwyth? Definitely. Cardigan? Possibly. St. David's? So 
close yet not close enough, so for sure." 

"Where will you go, la?" asked someone a few stools down, 
seeing Jan's mapbook. 

Ian shrugged his shoulders. "Down Aberystwyth way." 

From that point onward, another joined in and a brisk discussion 
ensued about the best way to go in that direction. At some point, 
the publican joined in and suddenly everyone had an opinion 
about Ian's immediate travel plans and how best to carry them out. 
Ian had been relegated to the passive participant but felt strangely 
relieved by it. He listened to all of them intently, sipping more 
and more of his bitter, asking the occasional question. He liked 
that the pub had become so lively over him merely pulling out a 
mapbook. 

The publican asked Ian if he had trouble following what 
everyone was saying. None of the local accents had been a 
concern for him since his first night in Swansea, and he made 
adjustments as he went from town to village to city. 

"It's all good. And thanks very much. I'd like another pint, 
please", said Ian. 

Pint pulled on a mechanical pump, Ian figured the publican's 
right arm to be stronger than his left. 

Ian wrote a postcard to his grandmother, Violette, presently in a 
residence in Trois-Riviéres, Quebec. She had no idea where Wales 
was. She was aware that an ancestor of hers had come from either 
Wales or a western English county with a good-sized Welsh 


population, saying she only knew that her maiden name was 
Welsh in origin. Aside from that, she knew nothing else. And Ian 
knew nothing more than that: He hadn't spoken to her since last 
Easter. 

And he hadn't seen her since her birthday last September. 
Normally, he made it a point of visiting her once every two 
months. He began to realize that his ex, Angéle, through no fault 
of her own, had taken up much of his attention. At some point, he 
began to wonder if he'd engaged in self-sabotage where his 
relationship with Angéle was concerned. He figured things started 
to go sour when he had an accident while rock climbing. He was 
on crutches for a month and his left hand was in a cast for more 
than that. Even though Angéle had once been on crutches for a 
tendon operation on her left knee, he felt she'd been quite 
unsympathetic to him being injured. He almost got the impression 
that she felt that nothing could be as bad as the injury she'd had. 

She became even less impressed with him after he recovered 
from his injuries and then said he wanted to take up some 
boating-related activity. She told Cees this, and at the next get- 
together, Cees told Ian in front of everyone that Ian should cut out 
that nonsense. It surprised Ian that what he did outside of the 
group had become a subject of controversy. It wasn't as if he'd 
knifed a small child in the face, so what was the problem? 

Ian began to wonder if his problem was that he sometimes 
inadvertently ended up with lovers who acted as he perceived his 
parents to act. His parents never seemed terribly interested in 
what Ian did in his social or leisure lives, seeming to deal only in 
absolutes, at least where Ian was concerned. Who Ian was seeing 
or how serious he was with someone wasn't as important as when 
the wedding date was. What he would've liked to name his future 
kid wasn't as important as the kid finally being born. What he did 
to pay the bills, or even if he were happy in his job, was rather 
unimportant to his parents when compared to becoming a CEO, a 
VP, or even a senior manager. To them, his political involvement 
wasn't as important as him getting elected to office. Even as a 
student activist, him having served in the university senate wasn't 
as important as him being president of the whole undergrad 


population. That he participated in any type of sport, be it team or 
individual, and that he was content in doing so, wasn't as 
important to them as him being involved in "serious" activities at 
the national level and winning medals from that. Aside from 
superlative expectations of him, it was borderline neglect all the 
way. 

He didn't care. 

Despite all that, he wondered what was his parent's obsession 
with him trying harder in this life. 

"Succeeding for the sake of succeeding." 

A friend from university once quipped that. Worse, he felt such 
success was a dare to those who had already succeeded and had 
no intention of being relegated to has-been status later on. He 
wondered what was the point of all that. 

His parents sent him birthday and Christmas cards every year as 
did he them. Aside from him and other family members making 
yearly visits to Ian's parents for their wedding anniversary, they 
never reciprocated by visiting him, not even for his birthday. They 
lived only two hours from Montreal. 

Aside from that, he sent his parents the occasional postcard with 
a passage — sometimes philosophical, sometimes silly, sometimes 
both — that he wrote on the back — it was never related to what 
was on the front. He figured they'd probably tossed out most of 
what he'd sent to them, although he liked to think that maybe they 
read every third one. Ian could be optimistic like that at times. 

He wondered why his mother, Aline, hadn't bothered to visit her 
own mother more often. Aline made a point of visiting Violette 
only once a year, and usually before Christmas, although never on 
that day — "Too far to drive", she usually said — which Ian found 
strange, considering that the distance between where his mom 
lived in Ottawa and where Violette was never changed at any 
given point in the year. Ian wasn't one to complain too loudly on 
this front: He hadn't even managed to get in a visit to Violette 
during the Christmas holidays, choosing to spend much of that 
time with Angele and her family. For him, looking back, it 
would've been better for him if he had gone to Trois-Riviéres. 

His father hadn't bothered with Violette since her husband, 


Rosaire, passed away some years ago. Ian began to wonder if his 
father had attention deficit or something along those lines, or 
perhaps maybe some undocumented super-power which enabled 
him to perceive time at a rate of one decade per normal year. Ian 
knew that his own father had had a difficult time growing up and 
had struggled for much of his own life just to get to where he was 
now. Even becoming a father had been a struggle, Ian being born 
only after five attempts, and this to someone else. In this sense, 
Ian considered his coming into his parents' world something of a 
minor miracle but wasn't about to become big-headed over that, 
especially when he considered that his parents had adopted him. 
Despite all that, he got the impression that his parents were 
disappointed with him having come into their lives. After a while, 
he no longer cared what his parents thought. Life was difficult 
enough. 

It was at this point that Ian realized he was three pints in without 
having had a morsel of food in his belly. He was about to drink up 
and leave for supper when the publican plunked a paper menu in 
front of him. 

"Good timing!" said Ian. "I'm borderline famished." 

"Aye, it's not much to write home about, but it will do the job", 
said the publican, noticing Ian's postcard. 

"Thanks", said Ian, smiling. "Oh, I'll take another pint, please. 
And one for yourself?" 

"Ta! I'll have that once my shift's over." 

Ian's order was simple enough. He noticed during this time that 
more people had come into the pub. He casually eavesdropped on 
this conversation or that. 

One couple was speaking entirely in Welsh — he followed the 
rhythm and the cadences but knew almost nothing about the 
language so he didn't have much hope of getting anything off of 
what they were saying. 

Other small groups spoke in the English they knew — a meteor 
that had fallen on a local hotel some years gone; a time when 
there'd been immense rains followed by flooding; how someone's 
grown kid was doing down south in Cardiff or even in London; 
some notable had passed on not long ago; and other things 


besides. 

One conversation crossed over into another, though Ian thought 
that was less complicated to follow them all than some 
conversation in a Montreal bar. Some Montreal bar conversations 
were So specific, so esoteric, that Ian often wondered if he needed 
a Ph.D. in obscure minutiae just to work out half of what they 
were on about. No, here in Wales was easier. He looked around 
the pub and wondered if people in this village had lives as 
complicated as his had been shaping up to be back in Montreal, a 
life he'd have to sort out once back home. 

He smiled thinking about his previous two nights up north in 
Llandudno. It was there that he'd met someone named Mali, who 
showed him the ups and downs of her "coastal town", as she 
called it. Mali told Ian that no place in Wales was called a city 
unless it had a cathedral in it. 

"That would explain St. David's." 

He wondered would he ever meet someone like her one day, 
somewhere, perhaps back home, once the confusion had lifted. 


He stood at the top, looking down. Straight down. 

He stood where people weren't supposed to stand. He was 
outside his limits and everyone else's. He wondered would he get 
in trouble but decided suddenly that he didn't care. He felt he had 
to see what the falls looked like from the top down, from where 
the Afon Mynach spilt over and down below, finishing up within 
the flow of the Afon Rheidol. 

It didn't impress him. 

The view of the Vale of Rheidol from a restored third-class 
passenger car on the narrow-gauge railway that took him from 
Aberystwyth up to Pontarfynach, or "Devil's Bridge" as it was 
known in English, looked impressive enough in all its verdant 
splendour. But looking down the falls from above left him 
lacking, wanting. 

"Maybe I'm looking at it from the wrong angle. Perhaps it's 
better seen from the bottom up." 

He smiled for a moment, thinking of a friend back in university 
and wondering if anyone had ever thought to bungee-jump from 


here. 

"Probably not." 

He looked on some more and came to two conclusions. One, the 
view was pretty impressive after all once he looked out on the 
valley and not to the froth below. But, two, what didn't impress 
him was that he'd paid £5 just to see this. 

"Someone's making money." 

He turned around and was reminded of the real reason why 
anyone paid the equivalent of $10.45 Canadian to be here: the 
Devil's Bridges themselves. Three bridges each from different 
eras, each newer one built above the last. 

"Still, it takes only one photo uploaded to the internet and it's 
game over. Photos are free." 

A ways on, in the opposite direction, he noticed that someone 
had spray-painted the words "Cymru am byth" on a sizeable 
boulder. Ian's knowledge of Welsh was next-to-non-existent at 
best, though he knew what Cymru meant, but he figured this 
graffiti had been there for a while: There had been some 
weathering in the letters, though not enough for them not to be 
illegible. He made a note of what he'd read. His translation 
dictionary back at the guest house would clarify. 

The guest house he'd fetched up was stuck between the bayline 
and the general university district. There seemed to be a pub 
every two streets, mostly full of students, making him wonder if 
there was an official campus pub for the local university, like 
there had been for Concordia or McGill. 

"Technically, that would make every local pub their campus 
pub." 

He saw no problem with this, particularly since the host was 
playing recent music that Ian liked. 

Another town, another pub, another postcard to write, this one 
of the Vale of Rheidol, this time to his parents. He continued to 
write to his parents, even if they didn't bother with him most of 
the time. He figured he should at least appear to make an effort to 
keep in touch with them, even if he was rather cryptic about what 
he wrote on the back of it: 

"Dear Mom and Dad, 


As species go, we amass and reminisce. 
We mark our territory here and there, 
believing it all-important somehow. In one 
cataclysmic event, all that could be wiped 
out, the only written remains being 
whatever's on the bottom of stainless-steel 
cooking pots, or maybe the backsides of 
some bathroom tiles, or maybe a company 
logo on a sewer pipe. Such things would 
be the legacy of humanity, long gone. 
Hope you're well. Love Ian." 

Ian wrote in small but clear letters, the sort that made one reach 
for a magnifying glass. He was feeling particularly ironic that day. 
He wasn't terribly serious about his relationship with his parents. 
They expected him to be something right after he graduated from 
university but hadn't bothered to guide him or encourage him 
toward anything. Consistent with their thinking, they expected 
him to be nothing less than the best while investing nothing in 
him. 

Ian had certainly invested enough of his hard-earned in paying 
off his student loans, something which could've been avoided had 
his parents thought to pay for at least his tuition fees. They 
certainly had the spare income stashed away for it. 

"No investment, no results." 

His vacation here was the first debt-free vacation he'd taken in 
years. He needed this. 


The water below crashed against rocks. 

A small bench near St. David's along the Pembrokeshire Coast 
Path, not far from St. Non's chapel. There sat Ian. 

Open water before him. He felt like he was missing something. 
He knew that a part of him missed Angéle but knew that he 
shouldn't: She wouldn't like where he was. 

He thought about Angéle again and wondered why things hadn't 
worked out between them. He was confused about the nature of 
what had been their relationship and even wondered what he'd 
been thinking going out with her. The whole situation had left him 


unsure about relationships in general but he figured that this 
would pass, quite like his muddled state around Jacqueline not 
long ago in Bray. They decided to become Facebook friends, 
though, for a brief moment, he felt that he should go back to 
Ireland to see if she was open to getting serious with him. Then he 
remembered that long-distance relationships generally didn't tend 
to pan out very well. His mind raced faster than the water below 
as he tried to figure things out. 

All at once, he stopped. Everything was blotted out. In this quiet 
moment, he realized he still wasn't ready to be with anyone in that 
way. He couldn't trust his heart. His confusion turned to calm 
upon accepting this. 

A life-preserver washed up on a rock below, drifting in from 
wherever the currents had taken it. It appeared only a little 
battered but still intact, not too much the worst for its troubles. 
Ian took a cue from this. 


Movement #1 


He looked at his proposed course schedule. Undergrad seemed 
easier compared to what lay ahead. It wasn't his schedule that 
looked complicated, but the lack of information confused him, 
making him wonder if there was something else that he had to be 
aware of, hoping there wasn't a trap somewhere. He was 
determined to take nothing for granted. 

All that aside, he wanted to start on his thesis as soon as 
possible, even if he had to build it up page by page. He had no 
desire to go beyond the minimum amount of time for grad school. 
He was told by a colleague while in undergrad that going to 
university in Montreal would be worse than being in residence for 
someone like Adam, who was on a clock and had zero intention of 
seeing his attention diverted. He had done his utmost in undergrad 
to avoid parties, particularly ones on his floor in residence. On 
this account, he had capitulated on only three occasions in those 
four years there. Adam didn't mind a good party but felt socially 
awkward at the best of times. He determined it was better for him 
just to concentrate on his studies. 

Neither of his parents had done any post-secondary, so he had 
no one else's experiences to take note of or follow. He considered 
himself a first-timer but had to remind himself that it was on his 
parents' dime, something else he didn't want to take for granted. 
He had no desire to disappoint them. 

His mother. Wendy, had told him that one of her sisters had 
gone to university, but her family didn't generally communicate 
with his mom, and she'd never bothered with them either. So, 
Adam figured that ghost-aunty didn't count in terms of who'd first 


gone to university, at least not in his immediate universe. 

Who he might end up disappointing however was himself. He'd 
set the bar a bit high for himself in many respects. He also 
thought he'd had a genius idea for a thesis, but the more he mulled 
it over, the more he didn't think it genius by any stretch. He still 
considered that it might be a good idea, but he just wasn't quite 
feeling it. 

He also became pre-occupied with what that former colleague 
had said about Montreal: How Adam would find it impossible not 
to go out at least once a week. 

"No matter if you don't want to leave your apartment. I'll bet 
you a year's worth of tuition that one of your colleagues will try to 
drag you out for the evening and you'll be hard-pressed to refuse. 
And, if you meet ‘someone’, you defo won't be able to avoid going 
out." 

Adam figured he'd have no trouble with that last bit: He'd never 
had a lover before. He didn't see things being different while in 
Montreal. 

"Who would be interested in someone like me?" 

He could hear his friend's voice now: 

"Ah, we're talking Montreal here. Peeps meet peeps. Where 
things go, who can tell?" 

Again, on this account, Adam didn't think it mattered. His plan? 
Put in his two years, do the scroll stage-stroll, get capped, and 
then go back to BC. All this would preclude any real relationship, 
regardless of where he was. 

He inspected the front balcony of his new apartment. He 
thought he might get a good look at the St. Lawrence from where 
he stood but could only make it out from a distance, the other 
buildings rather blocking things. He thought to get in whatever 
viewing he could: He knew his balcony wouldn't be very pleasant 
in the winter. 

The balcony looked like it had been recently restored. From it, 
he could see a young woman leaving the building at the ground 
level. He identified her as the landlord's oldest daughter, Dana, 
the one who was there when he was interviewed for his 
apartment. He couldn't see much more than the back of her head 


but figured by her height, her clothing, and hair colour that it had 
to be her. 

He had yet to get to know any of his neighbours. He didn't feel 
inclined to, nor was he about to start for the sake of niceties. 
Studies beckoned, and he figured that socializing would serve to 
distract. He took note that he was the only male among the 
present tenants which didn't move him in the slightest. He didn't 
care. He was content enough with where he was. He knew that 
this might change very soon: School was about to start. 

Twice since moving in he had run into another neighbour, an 
older woman, as she was coming out of her basement apartment. 
Both times, Adam thought he'd caught a faint odour of oil paint 
emanating from her place. His mother had taken up oil painting 
when Adam was younger but after some weeks decided she wasn't 
even the artistic type. He wasn't really about to forget the smell of 
oil paint but it didn't really bother him. And his neighbour seemed 
okay. 

He didn't know his second-floor neighbour at all, apart from 
seeing her from his balcony leaving her apartment and going out 
towards the street. He wondered why she always favoured 
wearing dark clothes, especially when it was hot outside. He 
noted that her attire matched her hair colour. He figured he'd 
really and truly meet her and say hi at some point, though he 
wasn't sure he wanted to. Another distraction. 

Joe the landlord told Adam that a new tenant had just been 
approved for the empty suite and would move in within a week. 
Adam didn't get whether it was a man or woman. Again, he didn't 
care. 

For now, he could be content with where he was, within his four 
walls. He lucked out in finding this place. It was perfect for his 
study needs Joe had it recently renovated and wired up for the 
‘net, albeit with restrictions. 

"Yeah, like I have the time to look at porn sites." 

Joe told him that he offered tenants the chance to come 
downstairs and have dinner with his family, as well as something 
about the occasional backyard barbecue. Adam wasn't sure he was 
game, being a very good cook who could take care of himself but 


figuring all the same that it might make for a relief to his food 
bill. 

In the meantime, he had to figure out how he was going to map 
out his thesis. He started to have doubts concerning his initial 
subject but determined that these were just first-time academic 
jitters, that they'd pass, and that he'd get on with his work and 
make a good job of it. 

The sun's warmth caressed his face. To him, it wasn't the same 
as back home, but it was welcome all the same. 

He knew he'd take advantage of his location to allow himself 
one major distraction. 

While still in BC, Adam had had a fancy idea. Wendy had told 
him what she'd learnt from others regarding his bio-dad, Robbie. 
For other details, Wendy had sent Adam to her primary source: 
Robbie's parents. They told him that Robbie had once lived in 
Ottawa "for a while". Adam learned since arriving in Montreal 
that he was only two hours away from Ottawa, no matter the 
mode of transport. He figured on visiting Ottawa one day, if only 
to see about any leads and had they gone cold. Social media 
would help somewhat, at least with some keywords which Adam 
had learnt from Robbie's parents — not much, but better than 
nothing. The worldwide web sat in a rather large information 
universe. 

His parents had also told Adam that Robbie had gone to Toronto 
after Ottawa and spent more time there but they weren't sure 
when he arrived there, only that Toronto was where he had had 
his fatal accident. Adam figured on finding more leads in Toronto 
than in Ottawa, but two problems came to his mind: one, Toronto 
was much farther away than Ottawa; and two, he already knew 
enough about Robbie that he didn’t need everyone in Canada's 
largest city to confirm things. He felt it wouldn't be a good use of 
his time. He'd never met the man, never knew him personally, so 
whatever else he ended up knowing would be merely ornamental. 
Adam felt that there wasn't anything else important for him to 
learn about his bio-dad. Still, he wanted to know where Robbie 
had gone, the places he'd frequented, and perhaps the sorts of 
people he kept company with. 


"Lots of window-dressing there." 

Before undertaking even a short trip, he knew he had to put out 
the image he'd already formed about Robbie: well-liked, easy- 
going, never an enemy in the world. He didn't want to think of 
him as the devil incarnate either. He figured he would listen 
without prejudice to what others had to say about Robbie. Adam 
knew that this was going to be difficult but felt that that was life 
all around: difficult. 

He wondered would anyone who knew Robbie see a bit of him 
in Adam. Aside from a black and white photo in his mom's high- 
school annual, Adam had no idea what else Robbie might look 
like. But it was consistent: no full-coloured photo of Robbie, so 
no full-coloured view of him either. 

He wanted to make the most out of a limited visit and so figured 
on lining up his ducks as quickly and efficiently as possible. His 
studies ever a concern, a daytrip to Ottawa it could only be. 


It was quite hot for the time of the month. 

The temp had spiked. Something about a storm pushing hot air 
from down south. 

She thought it better to sit on the balcony of the apartment she'd 
been renting for the past year than to sit inside, if only to get air. 
Joe hadn't given much thought to installing air-conditioning units 
in his apartments. Normally, his apartments upstairs were 
occupied by students and only during the academic year. He had 
the occasional summer-session student tenant, or sometimes 
someone in Montreal just for the summer, and usually that person 
didn't spend so much time inside. Plus, the building was located 
in a particularly breezy part of the city, not far from the St. 
Lawrence. Joe figured that keeping the windows open should air 
out the apartments sufficiently. 

However, this took into account neither prolonged summers nor 
an accumulation of heat and humidity nor spikes in temperature 
beyond the seasonal norms, like that of today. Joe had decided 
that he'd have centralized air conditioning installed in time for 
next summer but this would have to be while there were no 
tenants upstairs. In the meantime, he gave her a new fan for the 


summer, she being the only upstairs tenant at that time. The 
basement tenant didn't need one. 

She figured Joe to be an honest type who frowned at doing 
things on the cheap, trying to keep things as safe and up-to-date as 
possible. His three-storey building was of a good age and solid for 
the era in which it was built. He'd told her that when he bought 
the building, housing prices were at an early-1990s low and the 
previous owner had no family to give or sell the building to and 
had only two tenants upstairs. One of those tenants was a student, 
now living in the basement unit created not long after Joe and 
Trish took possession. The other tenant moved out not long after 
that, giving Joe a good opportunity to see what had to be updated 
and/or fixed about the building. He decided to rent out only two 
units at a time for a while, slowly making modifications to the 
other two units. He didn't want to do everything at once: He and 
his wife, Trish, had at the time already had two mouths to feed 
with an additional two on the way. Money didn't fall from the 
skies. 

Trish had an eye for good tenants, the types who made an 
honest effort to pay their rent on time or within a reasonable 
delay, and who didn't have parties and destroy the place. Even the 
student they inherited, Claudia, who was a few years older than 
Joe was but who had difficulties after school, going on and off 
welfare, didn't have trouble making her rent. Backing Trish up 
was her daughter, Dana, always present whenever interviewing or 
showing someone an apartment, asking her after the prospective 
tenant had left what her instincts were. If Dana got a good feeling 
about someone, they were in. If not, then no. 

The balcony in front of Myléne's apartment was modest in area 
and served as the sole entry for both second and third floors. This 
included Dana's bedroom, once a rental room but transformed and 
divided to accommodate Joe's two oldest children — Jamie, the 
oldest boy, had the back room, accessible via a narrow inside 
staircase from the main floor. Joe had thought about partitioning 
the balcony with a metal railing to let Dana have her own small 
outside space after she finished high-school but realized that it 
would look rather silly. Plus, the other second-floor tenant pre- 


Mylene had either kept to herself or was never around to use the 
balcony. After Myléne moved in, there was simply no point to it. 

Everything had favoured Mylene becoming a tenant. She'd been 
one of Dana's childhood friends, and Joe knew her parents from 
his time at university. He wasn't about to turn away their only 
daughter from an available living space. 

It was on this balcony that Mylene and Dana hung out on 
certain evenings — sometimes, well into the night — whenever they 
weren't studying. They were generally respectful of others. They 
only tended to be party-hearty whenever they were with another 
childhood friend, Marie, and even so, this was well off-premises. 
Joe wasn't terribly concerned about them making noise up there. 

It was on this balcony that Mylene took stock of her immediate 
surroundings: the tops of other buildings, apartment towers both 
close and near, the odd vehicle passing on the residential street 
below, the din of distant traffic. Mylene hadn't had a lot of 
opportunities to do this for much of her life. Then, the world had 
moved too fast for her. Sometimes, even when she was with both 
Dana and Marie and they were having coffee or a drink on a 
sidewalk terrasse, Mylene usually let them talk for a while while 
she casually watched people go by, something else she hadn't had 
the chance to do until a few years ago. 

Mylene had fears of any upstairs neighbours. She had no desire 
to be woken up at 3am because someone up there decided tequila 
was to be drunk by the bottle and thought it an apt time to take up 
flamenco dancing. But the unit upstairs was vacant for now, 
though at some point today, as she was told, a new tenant was to 
move in. She hoped they would be the quiet sort. 

She knew she wouldn't be quiet later today. Dana and Marie 
were to start second year at McGill tomorrow, their last day of 
"summer" a cause for celebration. Mylene was to start classes at 
UQAM a bit later but today, for her, was a sort of re-orientation 
process, one needed after spending the long weekend at her 
parents’ place in Magog, her home for her first three years back in 
Canada. She and Dana decided that today was a good day to hit 
the bars before those really and truly became flooded with many 
of their colleagues. Til then, it was relax and read. Marie had 


recommended a favourite trash tabloid but Mylene declined, not 
needing to be amused that badly. 

At some point, her concentration slipped. She put the Chantel 
Simmons book Trish had lent her down, looked at her cellphone, 
and, hearing Dana downstairs talking to Trish, decided that now 
was as good a time as any time to get ready to go. 

As she was about to lock things up to leave, a car pulled up. Its 
driver had a little trouble with parallel parking. Out of the front 
passenger seat popped a somewhat athletic-looking young man. 
The driver was a dark-haired woman looking a youngish 40 — she 
called the young man Brendan but then said something Mylene 
couldn't hear, though she did catch Brendan referring to the driver 
as "Auntie". Out of the back seats was a girl about 10 years old, a 
mini-me to Brendan's aunt. Brendan grabbed a large suitcase and 
a large backpack out of the trunk, while his aunt took a medium- 
sized box, which appeared heavy, and she strained a bit in lifting 
it out of the trunk but managed it once walking. The girl carried 
nothing but did saunter along and looked around, regarding this 
neighbourhood with a faint familiarity, possibly from much 
younger years. 

"Ev!" said the driver. "The door! Close the car door, please!" 

Ev did so and skipped ahead of her mother. She stopped 
suddenly and looked up, mouth open. Mylene smiled, looking 
down at Ev, who said, "Wow, you sure are tall! You must be the 
owner of this fitiiine establishment." 

Mylene laughed a little. 

Ev's mother wasn't happy. "I think that's one of the owners 
there", she said, pointing to Dana, who'd just come out with the 
keys. 

"Oh, I dunno", said Ev, looking at Dana and then to both of her 
sides. "She looks a bit too young to me. A li'l shifty, too, I think." 
Mylene laughed more pronouncedly while coming down the 

stairs. 

Dana laughed. "Actually, I'm the owner's oldest daughter." 

"I knew there was something I liked about you! Us oldest gotta 
stick together, sister!" Ev said matter-of-factly, high-fiving Dana. 

"Funny like her mom", said Brendan. 


His aunt laughed a little. "Heh! We must be related. But I think 
she gets it from her dad. I was never like that when I was 
younger." 

"Maybe not at her exact age, but when I was a kid? Sure were", 
said Brendan. "If you want a second opinion, I can even text 
Carl." 

His aunt sighed and then laughed. "Whatever it takes to make 
you happy." 

From the balcony above Dana's came a voice. "Finally! My 
saviour! I thought I was the only male tenant here. Solidarity, 
brother!" 

Dana looked up and guffawed. "The usually unassuming clown 
way up yonder is Adam, for anyone who cares to know." 

"I'd wave", shouted Brendan, "but my hands are a little full at 
the moment." 

"Oh, it shouldn't be a problem for a big strapping boy like you. 
You've many talents, I'm sure", said Ev. 

"Take my keys from her hands and demonstrate what talent you 
have by opening the door", said Brendan, getting a bit frustrated 
with his younger cousin. 

"Oh, I can get that", said Mylene, taking the keys. 

"Wow!" said Ev to Mylene. "You really are tall!" 

Mylene smiled. 

Before long, Brendan and others were back downstairs. Ev's 
mother mentioned going to Costco in the Pointe and how she had 
to get that mess out of the way before going back up north. 

"Oh boy! I love Costco! I love looking at people who jam up the 
entrance totally locked into the latest TV screens or gawking at 
preeeeetty rings, park crossways in the middle of a wide aisle and 
block up traffic both ways, no idea where they're going, and put 
shit back in the wrong place when they realize they probably 
didn't need it in the first place." She took another breath. "An' let's 
not forget the plates of spaghetti that are the long line ups to the 
cash. Guaranteed to cause confusion for hours, heh heh heh. Yep! 
I love Costco!" said Ev, but only a little sarcastically. 

Ev's mother didn't find all this amusing. 

Dana and Mylene laughed. 


"Well, that does sound like something her father might say", 
said Brendan, laughing. He thanked her for the ride and for the 
work for the summer and gave her a hug. He gave Ev a hug, too. 

"Ey, watch it, big boy. Or else you'll break my poor back", said 
Ev. 

"Heh! Ye're a little clown, you know that?" said Brendan. "Go 
on, or your mom will leave you behind. Unless you want another 
turbo-wedgie..." 

Ev's eyes went wide. She turned and ran. "Mommy! Wait up!" 

Ev's mom laughed. 

Mylene and Dana were bowled over with laughter. 

Adam called from above. "A turbo-wedgie? Remind me never 
to piss you off, Brendan. Well folks, thanks for the laughs, but I 
have to get back to my thesis." 

"Isn't he eager, just?" Dana asked Mylene. 

"A bit early, I think", said Mylene. 

"That'll be me soon enough", said Brendan. "I should get myself 
settled in now. Maybe I'll see you two around?" 

"Actually", said Dana, "we'll be leaving to join a friend for 
drinks soon. If you like, you could join us, couldn't he, Myléne?" 
Mylene hesitated a little. "Sure, but I hope Marie doesn't freak 

him out." 

Brendan looked at both of them curiously. He put down his 
things and took out a pen and notepad. "Here's my cell. Text me 
and maybe we can meet up a bit later?" 

Mylene took his pen and notepad. "Here's mine. It may come in 
handy at some point." 


"Hi Joe. How are things going with Mylene?" 

Joe cradled the phone between his shoulder and his jaw. He 
could never get into the idea of taking calls hands-free. "Oh, hi 
Fil. She's a model tenant. Actually, they're all pretty well-heeled 
this year. No problems." 

"So far." 

"Always the pessimist, eh Fil?" 

"Just cautious, or I would be if I were in your situation." 

"I've had all of one bad tenant in the past." 


Tenant’? 'Hustler' was more like it." 

"Eh, there's one in every crowd. Fortunately, there was only one, 
and I caught him after two months." 

A voice in Filipe's background asked who was on the phone. 

"It's Joe", said Fil, putting it on speakerphone. 

"Hi Joe!" It was Mélanie. 

"Hi back to you!" Joe smiled. He hadn't counted on Mélanie 
being at home. He felt it good to hear both of them again. He'd 
managed to be at work whenever they dropped by to visit Myléne. 

"Have you heard from Josianne?" asked Mélanie. 

"Oh, yeah. In fact, we're Facebook friends." 

"Oh, Mylene has one of those", said Mélanie. "I can't be 
bothered with it. Government, tsé?" 

"I get it. Well, I used it to contact the others." 

"The others?" asked Filipe. 

"Yeh. The others. The ones we went to university with." 

"It sounds like we're all getting slowly reconnected", said 
Melanie. "Feels like school again." 

"Yeah, about that", said Joe. "Josianne and I were talking, and 
we thought it might be fun if we all got back together for an 
evening." 

There was silence on the other end. 

"Y'know? Like a reunion? Just once?" 

"It's been a long time", said Filipe. "We've all rather gone our 
own ways." 

"I know", said Joe, "and that's what I told Dana. And Josianne. 
And the others." 

"Have you been in touch with Rob?" asked Filipe. 

Joe hesitated. "You could say that. Anyway, I'm not trying to 
revisit anything here. Just talking about one evening. Think about 
it." 

"Right. No harm in thinking about it. So, how is Mylene as a 
tenant?" asked Fil. 

"Good good. She's relatively quiet and doesn't set fire to things." 
Joe could hear Mélanie laughing in the background. He 
continued: "And she has a good appetite." 

"Oh?" 


"Dana has her over for supper at least three times per week." 

"Oh, we'll tell her not to impose", said Filipe. 

"What imposition? Trish and I cook enough for an army. And I 
need to lose weight, so what's one more mouth? In fact, she could 
eat here every night if she wanted to." 

"Thanks for taking care of her." 

"It's alright for old friends. Besides, Dana's quite happy to have 
her back in her life." 

"Y'know", said Mélanie, "maybe an evening out with friends is 
a good idea. Isn't it, Fil?" 

"Yes. Let's consider it." 

It wasn't a firm answer, but it was a good sign. 

Joe smiled. He'd soon tell Josianne. 


He couldn't really understand the attitude of his gang; or, as he 
now called them, his gang-on-hold. Following his vacation 
overseas, Ian decided he needed time away from them, perhaps 
only in the short term, perhaps longer than that. 

Everything the gang-on-hold talked about was only a mere 
iteration of an earlier story, which in turn had been eroded so 
much that it made for good mythology or legends but very little 
related to anything that had actually happened. 

The troubling thing was that Ian remembered the roots of such 
folklore but was generally nah-nahed whenever he tried to correct 
anyone where any details were concerned, his own life included. 
He gave up long ago trying to assure anyone that he'd gone to 
Cégep at John Abbott and not at Vanier, as others had been told, 
except when one of them went non-sheep though still understood 
that Ian was the "biggest shit-disturber on campus". Ian learned to 
laugh at this, although the others weren't quite sure why he 
should. They quite liked this sobriquet for Ian. 

Although he laughed at it, the thought of him being something 
that he wasn't did annoy him deep down. He'd gone through 
Cégep largely keeping to himself and sticking to his studies. It 
was only in the last half of his second year that he got involved in 
anything extra-curricular, and even there it was the campus sci-fi 
club, something his gang-on-hold conveniently overlooked. He'd 


always had a great time in that club and wished he would've 
gotten involved sooner. Involvement in this club did see him sit in 
on student association meetings at some point after mid-terms and 
he had become interested in how funding for campus clubs 
worked. He'd begun to learn the basics of the student association 
in general. Hardly the shit-disturber at Cégep. 

Upon entering Concordia, he attended various events and 
meetings there until he got the hang of things — new institution, 
new rules. It was when he started hanging out at the campus pub, 
Reggie's, that he discovered just how much real political business 
was conducted there. He eventually ran into people who would 
become his present gang-on-hold. 

Back in university, those were good times, times when Ian felt 
they had accomplished a lot. 

Since then, those accomplishments had become the origins of a 
folklore tree so big, so wide, that no one could recall what its 
roots looked like. 

At some point, the tree stopped growing. 

After a while, Ian got the feeling that he was in some glory-days 
parallel universe out of which he couldn't vibrate. He wondered if 
there was an alternate reality where the gang-on-hold wasn't so 
stuck in the past, what was the frequency of it, and what manner 
of transport could take him there. 

He wasn't opposed to talking about the past. Reminiscing didn't 
even bother him. What annoyed him was the gang's tendency to 
stay stuck in the past at the expense of the present. Most of the 
gang were self-styled progressives in their mid-30s who were, in 
Ian's opinion, starting to sound like reactionary old grouches 
whenever the subjects of new technology and the current crop of 
university-level activists came up in conversation — he felt his 
generation should mentor, not badger, them. The contradiction 
boggled him. 

His recent vacation overseas had helped him clear out some 
mental cobwebs and re-organize his social priorities. Roving from 
town to town also freed him from some strange constraint, 
perhaps one habit-imposed, of having to go to the same place for 
drinks and conversation all the time. He'd been told many times 


before that there was nothing like travelling to change one's 
perspectives. Since coming back, he had largely abstained from 
eating at anything resembling a fast food place, even the local 
chains, preferring little to-the-side places which he hadn't really 
taken notice of prior to travelling. His usual no longer enticed 
him. He wanted something else. 

He'd visited one bar after another, sometimes many of them in 
one day. 

The gang no longer in the picture, it didn't take him long to 
settle back into one old habit. Sitting at not-his-usual bar, he took 
some comfort in all this. For reasons not immediately clear to 
him, he was quite content not to participate in any discussion 
going on around him, save passively, distantly. He overheard 
conversations not unlike those he'd heard while at university: 
which philosopher meant what and why; someone getting 
defensive about his choice to vote for the Quebec Liberal Party, 
saying he wanted a change to the current provincial government, 
which was run by the Quebec Liberal Party; someone else decked 
out in Habs' paraphernalia moaned about how there was nothing 
new and how everything was a remake these days; and one person 
getting suddenly verbally abusive over a minor difference of 
opinion, referring to the object of his abuse as "a tapeworm". 

And there were two others arguing about who was a better 
guitarist: Richie Blackmore or Robert Fripp. The more aggressive 
of the two debaters, a neo-hippy-looking type who seemed to 
preach anything but peace and love, then turned to Ian and asked 
him his opinion. Ian made the mistake of saying that any 
comparison of those two was like apples to oranges, and that he 
liked both for different reasons, refusing to choose one over the 
other. Ian's response didn't please the neo-hippy, who calmed 
down enough to mutter, "Can't answer a simple question." 

Ian tried to determine if "Aggro" was on psychotropics or just 
merely being an arsehole, perhaps someone whose parents had 
overly indulged him when he was a child. He took note of what 
this holier-than-thou type had said and then completely shut him 
out, returning to his copy of the Montreal Mirror. Paper made for 
less hassle. 


A few minutes later, the sort of hazel eyes that made him want 
to love life without condition looked at him, smiling, from the 
other side of the bar. It was the on-duty server. She asked him if 
he wanted a refill. 

He looked at her as she filled a new pint glass and smiled at her 
despite himself. 

She seemed familiar to him but he was unsure why or from 
where. He knew that asking someone a question like that would 
be interpreted as an attempt to pick up. He had a policy of never 
doing that to anyone serving him anything ingestible. He realized 
that if he came here more often, he would more likely get his 
answer. He had an inclination to stop barhopping and become part 
of the furniture here. He felt that good terms meant good 
relations. He felt he was on his way to being in a good mood. 

Two others at the bar finished a game of crib. Ian watched them 
for a while after he finished reading an article as they were 
approaching the finish line. One of them asked the server by name 
— "Isabelle", he called her — for another pint of red. Ian had a 
small flash of recognition but was still uncertain about where or 
why, though he did figure that Isabelle had been to Concordia, 
like he had. They asked him if he wanted to join in. Nobody in the 
gang-on-hold either played or was interested in learning, and he 
hadn't played in a while. 

He smiled, feeling like this was turning into a great afternoon. 


Dana looked concerned. 

"What happened?" Dana asked. "Did you trip going up an 
escalator in the metro?" 

"Oh this?" Brendan asked, pointing to his lower right leg, which 
he came into the bar slightly limping on. "No, I got that from 
practising too hard for a triathlon. It'll heal." 

"I didn't notice you limping earlier", said Mylene. 

"That's because I was supporting a box with my thigh", said 
Brendan. 

Everyone oh-ohed. 

"So, when's the triathlon?" Jillianne asked with some 
enthusiasm. 


Marie was smiling at him as he walked in, unaware that 
Jillianne was also smiling at him. 

"In two weeks. Next year!" said Brendan, optimistically. 

"If I remember what your aunt told my mom, you're to go into 
exercise science at Concordia, right?" said Dana, sipping her rum 
& coke. 

"That's right." 

"The future athletic therapist needs an athletic therapist", said 
Marie. 

Jillianne smiled. "Don't look at me. That's not the kind of 
therapy of my experience." 

Myleéne's facial expression changed briefly but then went 
neutral. "My dad and mom went to Concordia." 

"Mine, too", said Marie. 

"My dad, too", said Dana. "They were all friends then." 

"I'm just here for the drinks", said Jillianne, shrugging her 
shoulders. 

Brendan laughed. "But you're not all at Concordia, are you?" 

"Just me", said Jillianne, while the others shook their heads. 

"So Brendan", started Marie, "do you think you'll play on a 
team there?" 

"Like you said, athletic therapy, and treating athletes' injuries", 
said Brendan, pointing to his right leg. "Like this here. That's 
what the program's all about. I'm more interested in individual 
sports, though team sports do run in my family. My aunt? The one 
you two saw with me earlier? She used to play rugby in high- 
school. Same with my mom and one of my female cousins." 

"Tough family", said Mylene. "Do I want to know what the guys 
play?" 

"Heh. That's a conversation for another time. For now, I guess I 
should order a pop or something." 

"Ooh, a teetotaller? And so young at that?" asked Marie. 

"Well, I'm only 18." 

"Eighteen's the legal age here", said Dana, matter-of-factly. 

His eyes went wide. He pointed to Dana's drink. "I'll have what 
you're having." 


Women playing soccer, their match on most of the bar's TVs. Ian 
tried to discern which teams they were. Women's sports in general 
wasn't something he'd often seen on TV, aside from the Olympic 
Games. The more he watched, the more he wanted to see. 

"It looks like they've got their shit together", he thought as one 
team scored — it was Canada. "Unlike Cees." 

Cees was now one of the gang-on-hold. They'd all been 
politically involved while at university and, to an extent, Cees 
was still involved in this project or that, usually in cahoots with 
another poli-type named Murray. Last year, Cees and Murray 
concocted a wild plan to pull a Che and go to some country down 
south to help some leftist group make a regime change. Ian 
remembered being privy to that conversation. 

"Five pitchers and four rounds of shots." tan figured it took that 
much alcohol for those two to arrive at such a foolhardy plan. 
That night, Ian had made it a point to stop after four glasses and 
one shot. 

Cees had also mentioned helping a progressive federal 
candidate get elected in the Plateau. Ever the optimist, Ian thought 
it plausible depending on how the plan was carried out. He made 
this known while Cees and Murray were talking about it, hoping 
to get in on the organization, a subject he knew a lot about. 

It was at that point that Cees, already socially well-lubricated 
from the booze, had said that he no longer needed Ian to plan and 
organize things for this and his other hare-brained scheme 
concerning their alumni association. Cees figured he could do a 
better job. 

"Anything's possible in this world, but to be good in organizing, 
one has to be open to learning it, even falling flat on one's face in 
the process. But even if I weren't in the picture and someone else 
showed him the ropes, I highly doubt he'd listen. Once he's got it 
in his head that he's an expert on something he knows nothing 
about, there's hardly an original idea or lick of experience that 
can penetrate it." 

Ian learned a long time ago that there wasn't any point in 
stressing over things like that. Once Cees was hell-bent on doing 
something, Murray would feed words into it, and it was going to 


snowball. It always did. 

"T wish him luck in that CUAA thing. He's gonna need it. He 
can't even organize his way out of a bottle." 

Ian knew that last thought about Cees' and his Alumni 
Association idea was cruel. But as long as Cees was paying for 
the alcohol, people were content to let him get soused as he 
pleased, not even minding that he dozed off while the rest were 
talking. In the course of conversation, a keyword usually popped 
up and roused Cees' attention. In recent times, Ian chose to pay 
for his own alcohol, not wanting to be held to any alcohol-for- 
devotion scheme. He was devoted to his friends, but there were 
times when he felt he couldn't put up with their nonsense, 
especially if they didn't want to be helped. This too, he thought, 
was cruel. He felt like shit for thinking all this, but at some point, 
at least to Ian, it became apparent that Cees had a drinking 
problem. 

"He has to want to be helped", Jan could hear his grandmother 
saying. That was a favourite saying of hers. At times, Ian didn't 
want to believe it, but in Cees' case, Ian did. 


"Okay", said Brendan. "Mylene: When you think of Canada, 
you think of..." 

"_..bilingual cereal boxes. That's the earliest childhood memory. 
I used to look at them and try to figure out the words I didn't 
know." 

"You were raised in a bilingual household, weren't you?" 

"Yup. Dad wasn't sure his French was good enough, and even 
though mom is fluent in English, she spoke to me in French. She 
wanted me to speak French well." 

"How did that work for you?" 

"Looking back, confusing at first. There were terms or 
expressions my dad used in English but my mom didn't in French, 
and vice-versa. Eventually, I learned what I wanted to learn, what 
I was curious about. But I'm still learning." 

"And, did getting bounced around from one country to another 
have an effect on your language?" 

"Let's just say that I picked up some interesting regionalisms." 


Brendan laughed, as did Mylene. 

Marie smiled. 

Jillianne said she had to go. 

"My turn!" said Dana, feeling relieved quite suddenly. 


Ian was happily roped into playing another game of crib. 

"One for the road", he said to one of the other players. He hoped 
he could still catch the last 30 minutes of the women's soccer 
game. For now, he took his mind off the TV set and re-positioned 
himself, his eyes turned toward the front of the bar. He 
occasionally caught glimpses of those at a table near the front 
window. Three young women and a young man sat around 
drinking, laughing loudly, and talking about their lives, interests, 
and classes — the word Concordia had been mentioned at least 
once but Ian couldn't be sure why. They'd been six before that. Ian 
had seen them before he even entered the place. He glanced over 
at them once he'd sat down. He determined they were all at least 
in their early twenties. Ian didn't have to look at them to hear that 
they were having a good time. He thought about how that had 
been him and others up the road until recently, except that the 
group-on-hold hadn't really been in that sort of good spirits since 
they were in university. 

"A pinch of denial turns the evening into gold", thought Ian, 
ruefully. 

One of the women at the front, multi-coloured hair and pierced 
and inked, had come up to the bar and just given an envelope to 
Isabelle. Ian had seen that sort of action before, of someone 
applying for a possible opening at a bar. Ian caught this woman's 
eyes and she smiled warmly at him as she went back to join her 
friends. He looked at one of the other women, rather 
conservatively dressed, appearing not entirely comfortable even 
in the presence of friends. The last of them, dressed in black, 
occasionally looked around the bar, appearing curious, about what 
he could only wonder. 

The young man, who looked like he was no stranger to sports, 
got up and declared that he should go back to his place and put 
everything somewhere, saying there'd be less work tomorrow. Ian 


liked this guy's attitude. 

Myléne's eyes caught the crowd at the bar, where three older 
men seemed to have finished playing a card game. The server 
appeared to take occasional interest in their game. One of those 
men fit the stereotype of someone old enough to be a university 
professor just about ready to retire. Another, his back to her, she 
couldn't get a good look at. The third her eyes spotted when he 
looked up briefly and saw her. He was slim and seemed to have 
the sort of tan of someone who'd spent time outdoors but not by 
simply sitting around and getting some sun. 

Each of them smiled and went back to doing what they'd been 
doing before. 

"What are you looking at, Mylene?" asked Dana. 

"Oh nothing", responded Mylene, now no longer looking 
towards the bar. 

Dana wondered who or what Mylene could've been looking at. 
While Mylene was talking to Marie, Dana casually glanced in the 
direction where Mylene had been looking but didn't think anyone 
was looking in their general direction. Dana was puzzled. At some 
point, Isabelle came out from behind the bar and approached their 
table, smiling, thinking service was required. The three young 
women were a little perplexed by the server's presence. Myléne 
became self-conscious that she'd looked toward the bar earlier but 
then noticed that her glass was almost empty and so ordered 
another drink, saving face. Dana wrote off Mylene's earlier 
wandering eyes as non-verbo for another round. 

Marie wondered aloud, "What did you order another drink for? 
Jillianne's gonna come back soon. Oh, speak of the devil! You 
don't wanna hit someplace up the street with us?" 

"Yeah", said Mylene, smiling, "I just wanna check out this place 
for a bit. I'll join up with you soon. Text me." 

"Suit yourself. Ciao ciao", said Marie, flitting out the door and 
into the arms of Jillianne. 

Dana knew she was about to be the proverbial third wheel 
around the tempestuous romance that had been Marie and 
Jillianne since last June. She hoped they would run into others to 
join them along the way, wanting to avoid boredom. She smiled at 


Mylene but said nothing. She found it peculiar that Mylene 
wanted to part company like that, even temporarily. Since they 
reunited before first year, the three of them had been virtually 
inseparable outside home. She thought something was up with 
Mylene but she couldn't tell what. She knew that Mylene had 
been looking at something in the general direction of the bar, and 
that it was more than just minor curiosity over some bric-a-brac. 
She intended to ask her when they had a moment alone, most 
likely whenever Marie decided to use the toilet. 

The toilet was where Mylene had gone. It was convenient for 
another reason: She'd gotten a little tired of Marie talking about 
her now-not-so-new relationship with Jillianne, something 
Mylene felt she should've warded Marie away from before the 
second date but then thought differently when she noticed how 
happy and excited Marie was. She'd felt apprehensive about 
ruining Marie's mood. 

Mylene had intended to leave immediately after but still had her 
drink to finish off where she'd left it at the bar next to the crib 
players. She wondered what she'd been thinking, leaving her 
drink out in the open like that. She then got the impression that 
she had nothing to worry about from that lot, who were probably 
not even aware of a clientless drink in their presence. 

Besides, she wanted to take her time looking at the various bar 
paraphernalia and non-bar miscellany. She wondered if the ship's 
steering wheel, now suspended horizontally from the ceiling, had 
ever seen action on a ship, or was it one of those things one found 
at some Martha-Stewart-inspired home decoration store full of 
functional items as well as various household chachkas and knick- 
knacks, some of which she felt was destined for future garage and 
yard sales. Since moving back to North America, her mother had 
gotten into second-hand stuff, their house in Magog becoming 
quite ornate. Mylene was a little more austere in her tastes. She 
preferred to learn about things rather than own too many of them. 
Travelling lightly could do that to you. 

To her left was a small, seemingly hand-made wall rack with 
coat hooks on it. She wondered who in their right mind would 
dare to hang their coat out in the open in a potentially busy bar. 


"Someone who likes to buy new coats, evidently." 

Her eyes caught sight of the man she'd looked at before, card 
game now finished, him turned to the TV screen. Her drink 
appeared untouched. Isabelle looked at her as if Myléne ought to 
know better. Myléne smiled. The stool in front of the drink, next 
to this man, remained unoccupied. She took it and watched what 
he was watching, curious. 

After a few seconds, he hadn't looked at her either, still riveted 
on the TV screen. 

"Boyscout or aloof? Just as well." 

The university prof he'd played crib with had since gotten up 
and left, while the other went to the washroom but got roped into 
the musical conversation with Aggro and another passive 
accomplice. 

Ian was interested in what was on the TV, preferring to avoid 
the mind-games of someone whose parents had clearly enabled 
him too much. He preferred to keep at least a three-stool distance 
from Aggro. 

Mylene looked at her drink, and then back at Ian, still fixated on 
the women's soccer match on TV. She sipped her rum and coke 
slowly while looking around the bar at the other characters 
present. She started to realize that, bar curiosities aside, she was 
out of her element not hanging around with Dana and Marie. In 
fact, this was the first time she'd been on her own in a bar, 
drinking alone, since she started university in Montreal. Her 
apprehension took a back seat to her curiosity. Aside from herself, 
Isabelle, and an older woman at the other end of the bar near the 
pool tables who was talking to a much older man who'd hobbled 
into the bar earlier using a cane, she noticed that she was among 
the minority currently in the bar. 

She began to wonder if she and her friends had wandered into 
one of those "old man bars" she'd heard of and which other people 
had often joked about. The man she was sitting next to, from what 
she saw earlier, was certainly older in her estimation but hardly an 
"old man" by what she could see. Same for the crib partner and 
the hippy-type. If this was an "old man bar", then it was all the 
more curious why these youngish men were here. She'd heard 


from another classmate that bars like these welcomed whoever 
wanted to be there, that students tended to gravitate to places like 
this, though not so much in the afternoon. Classes, you know. 

Ian clapped softly when the Canadian women's team scored. He 
felt somewhat self-conscious about applauding loudly and so 
avoided doing so. He wasn't sure if anyone else was watching 
women succeed but he had no inclination to explain why he was 
clapping in the first place, even softly. 

Mylene noticed all this out of the corner of her left eye. She 
turned to look at Ian, again, getting a good, fairly up-close look at 
him. She studied the geography that was his face, accentuated in 
the bar's lights and by the TV. There were small lines in certain 
sectors of his face but nothing that had said hard life or premature 
ageing. In contrast to what she'd seen earlier, he now appeared 
muscular but not overly so, like he worked out just enough to stay 
in shape to indulge in whatever physical activities he liked but no 
more than that. She didn't feel the sort of discomfort or adversity 
that she might have felt around any other stranger, even in the 
slightest, leaving one to believe only for a moment that the 
hesitation we have towards strangers may be more practised than 
instinctual. 

"Totally not all that old." 

Although he was aware that someone sat to his right, looking at 
him, Ian stayed fixated on the TV. His encounter with Aggro had 
put his head into couldn't-care-less land. He figured the TV 
wouldn't give him any guff. A peripheral silhouette gave him the 
idea that the person next to him was a woman. Right now, women 
off-screen or sidling up to the bar weren't in his thoughts; he 
preferred to avoid thinking about them at this time. 

As the seconds ticked along, he had this feeling that a plate of 
armour had suddenly covered his back. His heart felt freer than it 
had a few minutes ago. He'd only felt this way around a stranger 
once before, back in university. It resulted in a fruitful political 
association, as well as a long-term friendship. 

"It's been a while since I've spoken to Tony." 

Ian thought about who he'd influenced during one part of his 
university days. He realized that one consequence of having spent 


time with Angéle was that he'd neglected to keep in touch with 
Tony or Debbie. He also realized that he could've chosen 
differently. 

"Priorities", thought Ian, wistfully. 

He recalled why he'd put the gang on hold and decided to shelve 
any recent regrets. He knew he'd contact Tony at some point, so 
there was no sense stressing about it. And he knew that the feeling 
he'd first experienced with Tony so long ago could never repeat 
itself. 

"That feeling was of another time. Such feelings never happen 
twice. Maybe there's some logic in Cees being so stuck in the past. 
I mean, what new things happen these days? Those special days 
are behind us." 

"Do you like soccer?" Mylene asked Ian. 

He sensed that she was still looking at him. Interpol's "NYC" 
played through the speakers, slowly decrescendoing the more he 
woke up to her presence. 

Mylene felt something of a dork for having blurted out such a 
simple question to a complete stranger, but curiosity compelled 
her. 

Without missing a beat, Ian answered, "Yeah, but women's 
soccer interests me more." 

She smiled, eyebrows knitted a little. "Why's that?" 

"Dunno. We hear about women's sports, but aside from the 
Olympics, how much of it do we see on TV? Especially soccer. 
Rarely. I hope we'll see more of it one day. Look at them play! 
Who wouldn't want to see more of that?" 

Mylene smiled at Ian's enthusiasm but then po-faced a bit. "I 
might want to. Maybe it'll be more available to see in the future, 
just not on available TV channels." 

Ian looked at Mylene curiously and then smiled. 

She could see his eyes properly this time. They had a sad look to 
them, though not permanently so, like a bad time had just 
departed, and he was trying to move past that. His eyes, like hers, 
were green, an eye colour she hadn't seen a great deal of in her 
travels. 

When he'd seen her earlier, he thought she had brown eyes but 


now saw otherwise. 

To her, she thought she'd seen dark blue eyes, rather like her 
father's. 

To him, her eyes spoke of curiosity but also fear, though of what 
he couldn't tell. 

She saw in his eyes someone trying to look forward to 
tomorrow but being held back, though by what she couldn't 
ascertain. 

"How do you imagine that'll happen? I mean, more viewing but 
less TV? Like, less on the TV?" asked Ian. 

"Live-streaming", answered Mylene, casually sipping her drink. 

Ian looked puzzled. 

Mylene wondered if Ian really wasn't an old man, incapable of 
understanding what to her was an obvious device in technology. 

"The 'live' part I get — like, happening now — but 'streaming'? 
What? Consciousness?" asked Ian, very curious. 

Mylene laughed a little and then told him how livestreaming 
worked, what its potential was for major events, how one didn't 
need a multi-channel universe, either satellite or cable, to see all 
the choices available. Looking at his face, she began to wonder if 
he understood even a modicum of what she'd said, as well as the 
scope of things. 

Ian mulled over what she'd said. "But on that scale?" he asked, 
pointing to what was on the TV. "Like a full match? Ah, I could 
see it. Might require a major increase in bandwidth to avoid lag, 
which could prove highly annoying." 

Mylene smiled, trying to stifle a laugh. 

He continued: "Also, unlimited internet might become more the 
thing. High-speed, too. And woe be it to the provider who can't 
come up with those." 

"He definitely understands", she thought, eyes widening a bit. 
"Do you work in communications?" she asked. 

"Nope. Just an end-user. Otherwise, a mailroom employee on 
the overnight shift. Sometimes, I tutor English and Math on the 
side." 

"Which line of work do you like?" 

"Mailroom's a gas, but tutoring gives me more satisfaction. If I 


could, I'd teach full time and live off of that." 

"I'll guess that the mailroom job pays the bills." 

"Yup. That it does. And you? Studying communications or 
something?" 

Mylene smiled. "Got it in one. Second year at UQAM. I'm not 
sure what I'm going to do with it after." 

"Maybe something to do with the internet? Sounds like you 
have a good head start in that area." 

"Well, I grew up with it. I'm not sure I want to make a career out 
of it, though. Originally, I wanted to go into film but my parents 
weren't so sure about that." 

"Maybe keep that dream close to your heart. Someone once told 
me that I was good at setting up music for things." Ian smiled. 
"He told me, 'Ian, you should make soundtracks’. I don't know 
how I'd pull that off, but I haven't given up on the notion." 

Mylene smiled. "Sounds cool. You should do it." 

Ian raised his eyebrows and grimaced a bit. "Yeah, sure. So who 
would I do it for? You kinda hafta know people in the biz, and I 
know nobody." 

"You know me." 

"But you're not making films. Yet." 

"Yet." 

"So?" 

Mylene thought about it for a bit. She didn't want to but she 
smiled suddenly. "Okay, here's the plan: If I ever make a film, 
then you can make a soundtrack for it!" 

Ian smiled from ear to ear. "I like that idea." He paused for a 
few seconds and then smiled at Myléne again. "Say, what made 
you come up and talk to an old grump like me?" 

"A, you're not old. B, you're not a grump. And C, I didn't merely 
come up to you. I saw you from across the bar, and from the 
second our eyes locked, I knew it was a partnership to last a 
lifetime", said Mylene, her eyes widening and blazing with each 
word. 

They burst out in laughter. He realized where the feeling of 
back-armour had come from. "Seriously?" 

"Dunno. I go wherever my curiosity takes me. It took me to 


you." 

Ian kept his smile. "So, with all this technology floating around, 
do you think print books will ever become obsolete?" 

"I'd like to see them try to get rid of print books!" she said 
sarcastically. "Do you read a lot?" 

"Some. I'm a slow reader. Don't get me reading Harry Potter. I'll 
be there for the next two years." 

Mylene laughed. "They're page-turners. I'd give you two weeks 
max and then you're done." 

"You're an optimist, you know that?" laughed Ian. 

Mylene laughed again. "That's not what my friends call me." 

"What do they call you otherwise?" 

"Mylene. Or Mee. But not 'Mye-LEEN'. So irritating." 

Ian's eyes went wide. "I hear ya. My bugbear's whenever people 
see my name and call me 'EYE-on'." 

She laughed and then drained the last bit of her drink. She 
smiled warmly. "It certainly has been nice chatting with you, EE- 
an." 

"With you as well, Mee-LEN." 

Her eyebrows arched up and down as she slowly stepped down 
from her barstool. "I should go rejoin my friends." 

"Okay." His eyes flashed. 

They both laughed a little. "Maybe we'll run into each other 
again", she said. 

"Maybe", he said with a smile warmer than before. 

"See ya!" said Mylene, smiling similarly. 

Ian waved goodbye. He smiled as he thought about her name: It 
gently tumbled off the tongue and hung in the air, sound pleasing 
to the ears. 

Isabelle waited until Mylene was out the door before giving Ian 
her observations of what had just happened: "Ooh, those eyes! 
They're 'taking a look around! but not 'looking around’; burning 
with curiosity but saying ‘don't fuck with me'." 

Ian studied Isabelle a bit. She carried herself with the ease of 
someone who'd been working in bars for years. She looked like 
she'd not yet quite seen it all but close enough. 

"You got that too, eh?" asked Ian. 


"Eh, I had a boyfriend like that once. Same kind of eyes." 

"I like that. It says she'll be honest with me." He reconsidered 
his words. "With people, I mean." 

Isabelle shook her head slowly. "I wouldn't pursue that one. Her 
face says 'not ready'." 

"Please, as if I were." 

She nodded slowly. "Has it been long, if you don't mind me 
asking?" 

"Since becoming single? About a month." 

"I imagine you're at the stage where you're trying to decide if it's 
confusing or painful. Or maybe the pain has already passed. But 
now you're like, 'why?' and ‘what was the real problem there?! Am 
I anywhere close?" 

Ian laughed a little. "Yeah, I am still trying to figure all that out. 
Maybe I already have, but I don't trust my heart. Let me get back 
to you on that", Ian said, slowly smiling. 

Isabelle smiled at Ian then looked at him curiously. "I've chatted 
with lots of people, working at bars, and some of them have gone 
through nasty break-ups. It's rare when I hear someone say they 
need time." 

"Is it? I would've thought differently." 

"Less than you might think." 

"Yeah, well, I guess I'm special in that way", Ian said smiling, 
trying not to laugh. 

Isabelle smiled. "The first thing most people want to do is to 
jump right into another relationship." 

Ian shook his head and frowned. "That has 'bad idea' written all 
over it. Physically, they may be dating someone new..." 

"...but psychologically they're still going out with their ex." 

"Some people feel they need to be in a relationship to validate 
their existences..." 

"...while others are afraid to be alone or lonely. It's like there's 
no in-between for them." 

"Well, there is for me, and I'm content to be in it for the 
moment." 

She smiled warmly. 

"Hey, bitch!" It was Aggro, drunker than he'd been before. "Get 


me a fuckin' beer, or I'll complain to your boss." 

Ian turned and stared point-blank at the source of such privilege. 
He was surprised that this asshole hadn't been barred from this 
place by now. To Ian's amazement, the others within the bar 
similarly stared at Aggro. 

"Seriously", Aggro bellowed, "I'll have you fired." 

Ian piped up. "Say, just how much have you had to drink, 
buddy?" 

"None of your business!" 

"Heh!" Ian laughed and said out loud: "Can't even answer a 
simple question." 

Aggro said something but it was drowned out by the rest of the 
bar breaking out in laughter. 


Cellphone out, her fingertips softly texted. 
"Hey Marie, where are you?" 

Mylene closed her phone and put it in her pocket. She figured 
on getting a carrying case for it one day. Less potential breakage 
that way. 

She started walking but slowly in the direction she thought 
Marie and the others had gone. She looked at people as they 
walked past her. It suddenly occurred to her that she hadn't 
stopped smiling since she left the bar. She felt as if her feet 
weren't quite touching the ground. 

"Stop smiling, Mylene", she thought. 

Her cellphone buzzed, bringing her out of her reverie. She 
looked at it. It seemed she'd been walking in the right direction all 
along. 


A younger man looked through the window. He thought he saw a 
familiar face at the bar, chatting amicably with the server. He 
went inside to see if it was him. 

"Hey Ian!" 

"Hey Herman! What's happening? Did you finally annoy Cees 
enough that he tossed you out?" 

Herman was the youngest of the gang-on-hold, although not by 
a lot. He'd occasionally hung out with Ian and gang but managed 


to be unaware of when most of them graduated. After that, he felt 
like the last man standing. But he came back into the fold years 
later when one of the gang had become his co-worker and invited 
him out. 

"Oh, slay!" 

"Just calling things as I see them." 

"Anyway, now it's usually just Cees and one other up there." 

"Maybe the waitress?" 

"Ooh, that's cold." 

"More sour than cold." 

Herman smiled. "It was getting sour, wasn't it? Sour, and boring. 
At least it didn't get nasty." 

"True that." Ian continued: "If you want, you can tag along with 
me." Ian felt this was probably not the wisest thing to offer 
Herman, who seemed to be acting more the sidekick than the 
friend. 

"Where will you go?" 

"Wherever I want." 

"Do you mind if I ask...?" 

"..about Angele? You could ask, but you'd be wasting oxygen. 
I'm all spoken out on that subject for the moment." 

"Oh, so she's back on the market?" 

Ian looked Herman up and down, not comfortable with 
Herman's choice of words. "I suppose you could say that." 

"Okay, so is this stool taken? I see a finished drink but no one 
there." 

"Oh that? Isabelle's been busy dealing with some belligerent 
fuck down-bar to get that. The woman sitting there left some 
minutes ago." 

"Woman?" 

"Yeah, they tend to frequent bars these days." 

"Yeah, but one on her own?" 

Ian smirked. "Yeah? It's 2008? Wake up?" 

He looked at Ian strangely. "Right. So? Did you talk to her 
while she was here?" 

"Nah, we passed smouldering glances and read each others' 
facial geography. Of course we talked. People tend to talk to each 


other quite a bit in bars. She was no exception, except that she 
started the conversation." 

Herman scrunched up his face. "That's a bit forward, no?" 

"No. So sidle up and get a drink", Ian said, getting irritated. 

"Is anyone here?" asked a young man, pointing to the stool next 
to where Herman was going to sit. 

"Just you, if you like", said Ian. 

"In other words, it's yours if you want it", said Herman. 

"Yeah, I got that the first time. Thanks", said the young man, 
wincing a bit. 

Ian stifled a smirk. He liked this new guy already. Two recent 
things about Herman that Ian couldn't stomach were Herman's 
habit of only speaking up whenever Ian had just spoken and his 
annoying tendency to paraphrase Ian's words, something that 
usually elicited a what-the-fuck stare from Ian. 

The young man noticed Ian's look. He sympathized, smiling. 

Herman didn't seem to have a clue what was going on. "So what 
were you and the empty glass talking about when she was a she?" 

Ian laughed. "Tech, internet, music, communications in 
general." 

The young man smiled at Ian. "That's what I'm in: 
Communications." 

"Which university?" Ian asked the young man. 

"McGill. Grad school." 

"And you talked about music, Ian", said Herman, feeling like 
this young man was horning in on his quality time with Ian. 

The young man pondered at the notion that maybe he was trying 
too hard. 

"Because the Night" started up. 

"Oh, I love this song", said Ian. 

"Fun fact", said the young man, pointing up: "This was 
originally written by Bruce Springsteen for Patti Smith." 

"You mean Patti Scialfa. Springsteen was never married to Patti 
Smith", said Herman. 

"So?" said Ian, weirdly looking at Herman. "Springsteen wrote a 
song for Manfred Mann and he wasn't married to him either." 

The young man laughed. 


"That's different", said Herman, dismissively. 

"Yeah, it's always different, isn't it?" said Ian, not stifling his 
WTF look. "In any case, this man here's right. Eh, what's your 
name anyway?" 

"Adam. Do you guys always talk about music here?" 

"This is my first time here but I suppose so, though not too loud, 
mind", said Ian, slightly pointing towards the other end of the bar, 
where Aggro had changed targets and was now having pointed 
words with another victim in the making. 

The basement-storage door opened. Out came the day manager, 
who walked toward Aggro and stared at him menacingly. Aggro 
stopped his harangue and went wide-eyed. The day manager said 
something to him, calming him down. Aggro then grabbed his 
stuff and walked out the front door, the day manager following 
him calmly, quietly, making sure Aggro had firmly left the 
building. There was a certain quiet in the bar for a minute — even 
the music seemed to diminish in volume. 

Ian was glad to see the back of that clown. Herman wasn't 
exactly sure what to make of what just happened. Isabelle had the 
same sort of look on her face normally reserved for a cheap tipper 
leaving the bar. Adam ignored the lot of them, watching the 
muted TV, until such time the conversation about music could 
resume. He didn't know enough about Aggro to care what had just 
happened. 

There was still a degree of tension present when Adam half- 
joked, "So, how about them Habs?" 

Subtle laughter could be heard from around the bar. 

"In other words,..." started Herman. 

Ian signalled him to lay off. Whatever laughter there had been 
had already died down. 

The music seemed to resume its normal volume. Herman 
resumed his humbled look. 

A guy in a tuque and Habs jersey came in, sat down, and 
immediately complained loudly that no one spoke French in this 
bar. Isabelle took his order and Herman made a joke, each in 
French. Ian, now mentally calling this guy Loud Mouth, also 
spoke to him in French, to which Loud Mouth asked where Ian 


was from that he had such an accent. Ian responded from Trois- 
Riviéres, which was half-true. Loud Mouth looked at Ian 
curiously. To Ian, Loud Mouth talked like someone who thought 
that the Island of Montreal was still divided east-west and Jean 
Lesage was still alive. 

Ian heard a strange noise coming from the direction of the two 
swinging doors. A child was trying to open those doors but 
couldn't put enough force into it. She slipped under the doors and 
cleared them just in time for an adult to open them. 

"Any closer and she'd be knocked to the floor", thought Ian, 
remembering to exhale once more. 

Isabelle gasped but briefly. Nobody at the bar seemed to notice, 
except Ian. 

The child looked up at Isabelle and smiled. She then ran around 
toward the back of the bar and right up to her mother. She turned 
and asked Ian, "What you like, man?" 

Ian smiled. He caught an urban Quebecois accent off of the girl. 

Isabelle looked around, concerned, but then laughed a little. 

"Future bartender!" exclaimed Adam. 

"In other words,..." started Herman. 

"En francais!" said Loud Mouth, drowning out Herman. 

"Ta gueule!" shouted everyone else in the bar. To whom this 
shut-your-gob was directed, it was difficult to say. 

Everyone else except Herman and Loud Mouth smiled. Loud 
Mouth saw the adult who came in with the child and decided he 
needed to be somewhere else. 

"Not even the decency to order a drink", thought Ian. 


Things got busy very quickly for Adam. 

He'd already given in and gone out once but was still 
determined to do as much work as possible on his thesis, even 
though he wouldn't have to argue anything related to it for a good 
while. He preferred this to leaving things until later, not wanting 
to be caught out and later scramble shambolic. 

But already some time into his grad studies and he got talked 
into going out again. When Mylene said Joe was going to have a 
BBQ, Adam hummed and hawed before saying he had too much 


work to do, only to change his mind when the smell of marinated 
meat with BBQ sauce wafted into his room. Even then, he 
thought of simply closing the abetting window, until he saw 
everyone gathering outside, seemingly enjoying themselves as the 
meat sizzled and people clinked glasses. He'd originally intended 
to make something else for dinner that evening, but in the end, the 
ramen noodles stayed in their package, the tuna in its can. 

The evening before, Mylene had also asked Adam about coming 
out with Dana and others for drinks, which he turned down, citing 
studies. He figured for this he'd laid down the law, so he wasn't 
worried about people dragging him out to party every evening. 

"That's what undergrad was for." 

To Adam, it didn't appear that Mylene and friends went out 
every evening. After all, they had to study at some point. Even 
though he figured meeting others would be nice, he still 
considered himself socially awkward and quite incapable of 
making friends, thus limiting further distractions. He figured he 
was in the clear from that point on. 

Except that he wasn't. 

The next school day, after class, he'd fetched up at a bar while 
exploring the neighbourhoods bordering his university. He'd made 
a small reputation for himself there with his musical knowledge 
and keen observations-turned-quips, though he did get the 
impression that he'd earned the animosity of at least one person 
there. He wasn't sure what Herman's story was but felt it wasn't 
much his concern, unless Herman wanted to use Adam for knife- 
game practice, at which point Adam would probably avoid 
Herman thereon in. Adam valued his hands, especially his fingers: 
These were useful for typing theses. 

He thought Ian was cool and didn't mind the idea of running 
into him again. He didn't really care that Ian appeared closer in 
age to Wendy. Adam had always had a good bond with Wendy 
compared to anyone else. For the first 11 years of his life, Adam 
was Wendy's only child, and she'd been there for him that whole 
time. The man he knew as father only came into the picture when 
Adam was three. He never knew his bio-dad, and Wendy got the 
confirmation on who it was only 10 years after Adam was born. 


Adam was never sure about becoming friends with anyone over a 
certain age, fearing he'd project who he thought bio-dad was onto 
someone else. 

Adam's only-child status came to an end when his sister Maggy 
was born near his 11th birthday. He liked the idea of having and 
taking care of a younger sibling. Going into teenage, he became 
awkward and shy, especially towards women. He took advantage 
of this, choosing to look at this as one less pre-occupation in his 
life. 

His current pre-occupation was a woman, specifically Dana, but 
only because he'd agreed to meet her. 

"Last time." 

A campus-grounds park bench, he sat there, reading a book on 
communications theory. He had nothing better to do after class. 
He took advantage of the situation. 

"Waiting time is study time." 

He wasn't sure what she wanted to meet up with him for. They 
were at the same university but their respective fields of study 
crossed only occasionally, so it wasn't like they were going to 
study together, even had they been at the same level. And even if 
they studied the same subject, they could have easily done it at 
home, rather than meeting outside, on campus. 

Even socially, he felt there hadn't been much time for chit-chat 
between them and so ruled out there being something about him 
that piqued her interest, even socially. 

"Oh! Adam!" It was Dana, seemingly surprised. She continued 
quickly: "You haven't seen a woman about this tall, five-coloured 
hair, tattoos and piercings everywhere, have you? Or another yay- 
high, stark green eyes, dark brown hair, dressed in black? Oh, 
why am I asking you this? You already know Mylene." 

"Well, I'm fine. And how are you?" 

Dana laughed nervously. "Fine. Sorry." 

"No worries. Yeah, Mylene. I couldn't mistake her for anyone 
else." 

"Marie neither." 

"Marie? Who's that?" 

"The five-coloured-hair-with-tattoos-and-piercings-everywhere 


woman?" 

Adam raised his eyebrows. "Well, given that, I'm definitely not 
likely to confuse her for anyone else either. But no, we've never 
met and I haven't seen anyone like that today." 

Dana seemed disappointed and distressed. She also seemed to 
be looking everywhere else but at Adam. 

His smartphone buzzed: Wendy's number, but a message from 
Maggy, asking him how things were in Montreal. His response: 
"Too early to tell." 

He laughed a little. He figured it wouldn't be long before Maggy 
had a cellphone of her own, and that this little sister wouldn't be 
so little anymore. 

"So", he said, "are you normally this jittery, or is this one of 
your good days?" 

"Sorry. It's just usually I'm the one who's late. Where can they 
be?" She stopped being nervous, sat down next to Adam, and then 
smiled. "So, communications. I guess you and Mylene have had 
things to talk about." 

"Not really. I mean, we've walked to the metro a few times. 
Chatted. She seems nice. Our conversations were more about 
classes and profs at our own universities than anything comms- 
related." 

By this point, Dana had gotten nervous again. 

Adam looked at her, bemused. 

She looked back at him, smiled, laughed a little, nervously. 
Then she noticed the time on the fading light of Adam's 
smartphone: It was 20 minutes behind by her reckoning. She went 
wide-eyed. "Sorry, is that the time?" 

Adam smiled and showed her his cellphone. "Yup." 

"Oh dear. My watch is wrong. I am so early." 

"Well, you can always stay seated here. I'm sure that part of the 
bench would go cold if you weren't there." 

Dana relaxed. "I guess we can't disappoint this part of the 
bench, can we?" 

"So, what's this meetup all about?" 

"Oh, girls evening out. Boys, too. Wanna come along?" 

Adam knew he was going to regret it if he said yes. He wasn't 


sure he could say no. In this respect, he didn't disappoint Dana. 
"Note to self: Get cellphone", thought Dana. 
"Note to self: Last time", thought Adam. 


Ian showed up at Bar Bifteck — known simply as "Bifteck" by 
the regulars or even sometimes "Bif" — a few days after he'd first 
visited. He said to himself that he would continue to explore other 
places, avoiding this bar in the future. 

He failed. 

He felt compelled to return. He hoped he wouldn't run into 
certain types. He'd begun to consider Herman as something of a 
ball-and-chain but could tolerate him most times. Loud Mouth 
was a question more in search of an argument than an answer, 
which both amused and annoyed Ian. And Ian was surprised that 
Aggro hadn't been banned from this place a long time ago. 

"Treats people like shit, women particularly." 

He poked his head in and noticed that there was no server to be 
seen, just a bottle of cleaner and some rags, music playing. And 
then there was a flush from the back. 

It was a different server this time. It threw him off. 

"Hey there. What would you like?" she asked. 

"Hm, well..." 

"Can I help you?" asked this server. 

"Uh, well, I guess Isabelle left", said Ian. 

"Oh no", said the server. "It's not her shift today. She's only on 
one day a week for now." 

Ice broken, Ian studied her as he had Isabelle. There was 
something about her that said 'still in university' though not first 
year. Square-framed glasses reflected lights dim enough to hide 
soft brown eyes at certain angles. She moved with enough 
confidence and ease to give Ian the impression of someone who'd 
grown up around bars or at least had a family member who 
worked in them. 

He ordered a pint and sipped it slowly. Other individuals came 
in quietly but eventually amounted to a half-dozen by the time Ian 
had gotten a quarter way in. An older man came into the bar and 
ordered a round for those who were there. The man in question 


kept referring to the server as "Natalie" and was constantly 
plunking $20 bills down on the bar, ordering more rounds for 
everyone, whether or not they'd finished what they had in front of 
them. 

"Someone's got money." 

Ian realized that he was about to have a tab for more drinks than 
he'd intended to have. He had no desire to walk out of the bar 
completely bloated on beer and shit-faced besides. 

This benefactor went around to various types at the bar, staying 
maybe a total of 20 minutes, long enough for him to drain a bottle 
of 50, talk soccer or hockey, and have laughs with complete 
strangers who felt like laughing along with him. He always 
insisted on listening to people with his deaf ear for some reason, 
and this even though his hearing aid was in his other ear. 

More individuals walked into the bar. More twenties were 
plunked down. 

The whole time, "Natalie" was making lines on a little blank 
card. 

After he left, Ian asked the server, "So, I've got three questions 
for you: 1) Who was that guy?; 2) How many pints do I have 
coming to me due to him?; and 3) Your name isn't really 'Natalie’, 
is it?" 

The server laughed. "Antonio." She looked at her card. "Seven. 
And no it isn't." 

"I figured as much. Seven pints, eh?" He whistled through his 
teeth. "I was thinking three. Four, tops. Bonus question: Does he 
always come in when you're on shift?" 

The server laughed, eyes gleaming slightly over glasses' rims. 
"I've worked the same shift for a year now. He comes around once 
a month, and I've managed to be on shift every time he visits. So, 
pretty much!" 

Another older man came up and put his coat over the barstool 
next to Ian. He looked around at people's faces and noticed 
something was out of kilter. "Did I miss something here, 
Cammy?" asked the older man, who then turned to put his tool 
bag on the floor against the wall opposite. 

"Yeah, Antonio", said Cammy. 


"Damn! I always miss him. If only I'd been a little quicker..." 

"...you'd have several pints waiting for you." 

"Geez, poor luck there. Right now I'm good for two max. Not 
much dough on me." 

"Say", said Ian to Cammy, "I have seven coming to me, right? I 
know I won't be able to drink all of them. Can I give one or two to 
him then?" 

"Sure", she said. "They're already bought and paid for. Your 
choice." 

"Awful nice of you", said the older man. 

"What'll you have, Bert?" 

"Pint'a blonde, m'dear. Thanks so much! You're a gentleman." 

"Not so loud, please. I have a reputation to protect." 

Bert laughed and then spoke to Cammy and pointed to Ian: "I 
like this guy." He turned to Ian. "I haven't seen you 'round here 
before." 

"Oh, it's my second time here. I used to frequent Le Mouton 
Noir up the road." 

"I knew it! They send all their reprobates down here to bother 
us!" 

Ian regarded Bert strangely before smiling. "Yeah, an' that's how 
you ended up here, right?" 

"Oh! Shot through the heart with a silver bullet!" said Bert, 
laughing afterwards. 

Ian laughed. "I just got tired of hanging out there. I needed a 
change of pace; a change of lots of things." He trailed off as he 
put his glass to his mouth. He noticed out of the corner of his left 
eye someone entering the bar. It was Aggro, not appearing so 
aggro, but nobody wanted to fuel his fire. Ian couldn't be bothered 
to give him more than a passing glance. He was more fixated on 
Cammy, who stared, eyes now fierce, at this recent entry. Ian 
figured that Isabelle wasn't the only server who this guy had 
managed to insult, offend, or threaten. Cammy had that kind of 
look indicating that no BS would be tolerated on her watch. 

Aggro ordered a glass of blonde and simply sat there, gulping 
more than just his beer. He looked around. He noticed that there 
was no conversation going on. Even Cammy decided to do 


inventory, and this despite her having already done it not an hour 
gone. Aggro appeared restless, like no amount of alcohol could 
ever calm him down and no amount of him looking around could 
ever elicit concern enough to start a conversation. 

He was about three gulps from finishing his glass when a big 
lumbering guy walked in and took the stool next to Aggro, who 
went wide-eyed as the stool strained under its new occupant's 
weight. This big guy stared intensely, eyebrows arched down mid- 
face, at Aggro, making him uncomfortable. Aggro slammed back 
what was left of his beer and then hastily beat a trail out of there. 

"Gotta love that non-verbal communication", quipped Bert. "So, 
Karl, how've you been?" 

"Well", Karl started, inhaling heavily, "I had a pain in my side." 
He paused to inhale once more. "But he seems to've left." 

Everyone laughed, though Ian was beginning to think they were 
all having far too much fun at Aggro's expense. Ian wondered if 
Aggro, like Ian, was simply struggling to figure out the world 
around him. If so, on this Ian could sympathize, providing he 
made the time to do so. 

Still, Ian decided that he now liked this place enough to make it 
his regular bar. Maybe he would go to other places on occasion, 
but this would be his usual. 

At some point, someone named "Will" walked in, or that's what 
Bert called him. Will couldn't stop whining and droning on about 
some new set of his "freedoms" and "rights" (though no one 
else's) being infringed upon. After listening to Mr. Whiny Over- 
privileged moan and drone on for some minutes, Ian began to 
wonder if listening to Aggro in one of his more psychotic phases 
wasn't more pleasant. Even Cammy looked like she missed Aggro 
already, especially after Will went on and on about his right to 
drive, his right to park, his right to own a car, his right to object to 
the presence of anyone he didn't like based on anything physical 
or linguistic. Will then ragged on about liberal intellectuals. 

At this point, Ian noted that Will was seated and was reminded 
of how far seated intellectuals went compared to walking idiots. 
Ian began to think that Will had been switched at birth. 

"An idiot who spouts intellectual for the sake of spouting off. 


He'd be better off walking." 

At that moment, Loud Mouth walked in, sat down, and 
complained as he had complained the last time Ian was here, as if 
he hadn't had this conversation countless times before. Ian began 
to wonder if Loud Mouth had short-term amnesia or was merely 
spoiling for a fight. 

It was only at that point that Ian noticed that Will hadn't whined 
about anything for a while. At first, he figured it was because he'd 
said something to silence Will. Once Loud Mouth noticed Will 
sitting there, he stopped ranting and gave priority to his drink. It 
all became quite clear that his rant about idiots and intellectuals 
hadn't silenced Will, any more than his ability to speak French 
had silenced Loud Mouth. He felt an odd vibe between Will and 
Loud Mouth, like a tacit agreement that neither of them was to 
talk while in the bar at the same time. Ian found this bizarre but he 
thought it was all part of the bar's charm. 

Ian turned to Bert. "Pool?" 

"Sure." 


Myléne was distracted. 

She arrived at the conclusion a few months ago, like many had, 
that Jillianne's continuing presence around Marie constituted a 
relationship. Jillianne had never brought this subject up in 
conversation nor on social media, although others seemed to think 
it was evident that Jillianne and Marie were in a relationship just 
by the way Marie talked and how Jillianne went along with it. 

"Silence rarely means consent", thought Mylene, but recalling 
that Jillianne opted for radio silence as a means of leaving a 
relationship. 

She wondered about her own silence toward Marie regarding 
Jillianne's past behaviour. She wasn't sure if she should say 
anything to Marie but then realized that it might be a bit too late 
for that. She hoped that Jillianne had changed. She hoped that 
Marie would be okay. 

Adam was talking a great deal, perhaps being too abstract for 
her present taste. She felt she wasn't quite at his level of 
communications, looking more at the practical applications rather 


than the theoretical. At times, her thoughts drifted to what kind of 
first movie she'd make one day. She changed the subject to the 
current federal election — her first. Despite the raft of recent 
federal elections which produced one minority government after 
another, she hadn't had the right to vote the last time out. 

Adam mentioned how he'd grown up in an area where most of 
his neighbours voted Conservative, mainly because their religious 
leaders, along with various reactionary loudmouths with more 
spare oxygen than good sense, told them to do so. Mylene thought 
this unfortunate. Her parents hadn't pushed her in one direction or 
another politically, so she was free to decide. Adam said Wendy 
felt it important that her kids make up their own minds when it 
came to voting, telling them that some of their ancestors rebelled 
against the establishment in order to get greater voting rights. 
Adam figured Wendy had been influenced by one of her great- 
grandmothers, whom he'd met once when he was a child. Wendy 
didn't quite care who her kids voted for, just as long as that person 
didn't take away people's rights. She used to tell her kids, "A 
freedom used only to deny someone else their freedom must itself 
be denied". She was adamant that it was "people's rights" and not 
merely "your rights". And she was quite indignant about people of 
privilege who claimed they had rights that others did not have. 

"Yeah, that's a slippery slope", said Mylene, having listened to 
Adam, wondering why he'd bothered to mention his mom by her 
first name and starting to feel that the conversation was perhaps a 
little one-sided. "In any case, politics is the worst field anyone 
from Comms can work in." 

"So I've heard", said Adam, laughing a little, but getting the 
impression that this was going to be the extent of his conversation 
with Mylene. He knew that studying the same subject, didn't 
necessarily make for continually good conversation between two 
people. What he could pick up from Myléne's non-verbo was that 
her mind seemed to be on something else. He figured that him 
continually looking for other subjects to talk about might only 
serve to annoy her this afternoon. He slowly drifted towards the 
conversations of others. 

He hoped to chat with Dana some more but noticed that she was 


talking to Marie's brother, Gordie, relating to him like a long-lost 
relative, being locked in conversation and having tossed away the 
key. Adam could only listen, something he felt he was definitely 
good at. 

Marie and Jillianne talked widely about the joys of their sex and 
their jobs, with Brendan also listening and smiling at their snappy 
patter and occasional cattiness over them talking about tips and 
kitties at their respective jobs. By Adam's reckoning, Marie didn't 
seem to have a care in the world, and Brendan didn't seem to 
notice Jillianne occasionally making eyes at him whenever Marie 
was busy laughing at something. Adam thought there was 
something rather peculiar about Jillianne but didn't know enough 
about her to think anything. 

Mylene overheard two others, colleagues of Gordie's, chatting 
amongst themselves in a language she couldn't quite identify, it 
not sounding like any language any of her family would know. 

As they turned left on The Main, Mylene looked around, 
wondering which bar they were going to hit first. Adam had kept 
her occupied for a bit but now her attention began to wander. 
Mylene's mind wandered back to Marie, still wondering if it had 
been a good idea to stay quiet where Jiliiane was concerned. But 
she knew early on that Jillianne had a way about her, a way of 
talking so riveting, so entertaining, that one wanted to do more 
than just listen to her: One wanted to believe her. Myléne feared 
that Jillianne might have narcissistic tendencies but hoped this 
wasn't the case. Mylene had witnessed someone similar in action 
earlier in her life who managed to shut down and shame someone 
else who dared oppose her for some reason. Myléne couldn't be 
sure that Jillianne would react that way but felt it wasn't worth the 
grief in finding out. In any case, Marie was too far gone with 
Jillianne for anyone to do anything about it now. 

In retrospect, Mylene wondered why she'd made the effort to 
invite Jillianne into the fold. She'd only brought Jillianne along in 
the first place because Marie insisted, and not for the first time, 
and Mylene thought her head was going to explode. Ever since 
joining in, Mylene felt the dynamic of the group had gone 
completely askew, numbers changing aside. Mylene felt being 


only with Marie and Dana was like a time-honoured thing at 
most, a reliable fallback position at least. But with Jillianne 
always in Marie's picture, or Marie mostly not in the picture at all, 
Mylene felt rather adrift socially. 

Adam glanced at Mylene. He could only wonder what was 
going through her head. 

Brendan still didn't notice Jillianne tossing him the occasional 
glance. 

Marie just kept talking. 

Mylene saw the bar where she'd been the other day. She smiled 
and looked in via the front window, quite close to where she'd 
been with Marie and Dana before they had left. 

The front tables were empty. 

Adam lingered around her but looked toward the bar. 

"Is Ian in there somewhere?" Mylene asked herself. 

"I wonder if Ian's in there?" thought Adam. 

They looked at each other and then smiled. They went inside. 
Gordie noticed peripherally that Mylene had broken off from 
the main group. He hadn't changed since childhood, according to 

a number of people, always picking up on seemingly minor yet 
telling details and noticing right away the absence of something 
or someone. He turned around immediately and backtracked a bit 
before being able to make out Myléne's dressed silhouette 
sauntering towards the dark of the bar. Dana quickly followed 
him, as did his two colleagues, then Brendan, and then Marie. 

"This place again? We were here, like, last week!" moaned 
Jillianne. 

Marie could only smile and wink. Jillianne could complain all 
she wanted: Marie was going in. 

At two front tables, Mylene relegated herself to the odd word 
and lots of listening. She positioned herself so she could see as 
much from the front half of the bar as possible. All the while, she 
took notice of how much busier the bar was and wondered if Ian 
was somewhere in this crowd. She realized she didn't have a good 
vantage point to observe the particulars within the bar, at least not 
without drawing attention to herself. Suddenly, she thought of 
him. 


Her curiosity got the best of her once more, so she waited, 
drinking and listening to others talk for another 10 minutes before 
deciding it was time to "Visit the privy". 

"Why not? It worked the first time." 

As she walked slowly towards the back of the bar, she looked 
around casually, not wanting to draw attention to herself, and 
pretending not to look for anyone in particular. Out of the corner 
of her eye, she thought she saw a familiar face, playing pool. It 
was Ian, finishing up a game from what she could make of it. The 
person he lost to didn't plan on sticking around for another game. 
Their eyes made contact from across the table. They smiled at 
each other. 

"Well, hello!" said Ian. 

"Hello yourself!" said Mylene. "So how does it work at this bar? 
Next person plays the loser?" 

Ian laughed. "Yeah, well, that's me, and in more than one way, 
I'm sure." 

Mylene laughed. "Only in the way of this game, I'm sure." She 
winked at him. 

Dana arrived with her and Myléne's drinks in hands. "You can 
do what you want to here, but don't leave your drink unattended, 
even around friends." 

"Oh, sorry. I guess I got sidetracked. I meant to return sooner." 

Dana looked at who Mylene was playing pool with and gave a 
strange little smile. 

Mylene whispered to Dana. 

Dana smiled and shook her head. "Of course not. I should head 
back. Soon?" 

"Yeah. Soon", said Myléne, wondering should she ever have 
told Dana. 

Ian looked at Mylene curiously. 

"What?" Mylene asked, almost laughing. 

"Nothing. Well, almost nothing." 

"What then?" 

"Well, it's your turn." 

"Ah, geez. I'd forget my head if it weren't screwed on." 

"Somehow I doubt that." 


"Oh, you'd be surprised what I can forget." 

Ian smiled. He'd thought about her from time to time since their 
first meeting, wondering would they ever meet again. He started 
to wonder if this was because he was looking for immediate 
replacements for the gang-on-hold and Mylene was to be the first 
of the new. Even here, he felt that he didn't want to rush anything 
in his life, wishing to value however many minutes with anyone 
right now. He felt this was especially true with Mylene. 

Only she was exceptional, he thought. 

Not long after Dana returned to the front of the bar, her group 
came to the back and occupied two tables in anticipation of 
Mylene joining them. Myléne saw who was present, and who 
wasn't, notably Marie and Jillianne. 

"They left together", said Gordie, matter-of-factly. 

Mylene got concerned about Marie once again. 

Tan signalled her a "what?" 

She smiled at him and shrugged her shoulders. She pushed her 
concern down. 


"Do you smoke after sex?" asked Jillianne. 

"T don't know", said Marie. "I've never checked to see." 

"Old joke. Getting older every time." 

Marie laughed. She knew she was with the right person. She 
looked up. "Stars", said Marie. 

"The band?" asked Jillianne. 

Marie smiled and took Jillianne’s hand, pointing it to the 
ceiling. "No, up there." 

"Those two constellations are pretty close to each other. Venus... 
and Sappho." 

"Not sure, but I don't think those are constellations." 

“T know. I just made that up. I used to live not far from the 
Mont-Megantic Observatory, so I'm something of an astronomer 
myself. I know a thing or two about astral bodies." 

Jillianne smiled as Marie brought their hands down, though not 
completely, caressing as she went. Their palms touching, Marie 
pressed her cheek against Jillianne's. 

"Another little dance?" asked Jillianne. 


"Sure." Marie smiled widely. "Sounds good to me." 
Jillianne held Marie closer. "Then let's keep dancing." 


Dana got up to watch Mylene and Ian play pool, standing next to 
Mylene whenever it wasn't her turn. Mylene had an odd vibe off 
of her since hearing about Marie. Dana mentioned how Marie and 
Jillianne continued talking to each other the whole evening, 
effectively holding court with but almost to the exclusion of 
others. 

Mylene mentioned that Jillianne was never the best for staying 
attached to anyone in any way for very long, often rushing into 
new friendships or relationships quite quickly and excitedly, 
staying on a social/romantic high for a little while, and then 
spending some time trying to extricate herself from it all, 
regardless of how well things were going or how the other person 
felt. Now Dana began to worry about Marie. 

From the table, Adam looked over in Dana's direction, 
wondering what those two could be talking about. He was curious 
about her and figured they had something more than hobbies in 
common but he wasn't sure what. He looked briefly at Mylene 
and then at her pool-playing partner, whom he went up and talked 
to. 

"Hey Adam", said Ian. "Come to join in once I lose to Mylene?" 

Adam laughed. "Maybe we could do doubles?" 

"The 'boys' vs the 'girls', maybe?" 

"Maybe, or some other combo", Adam smirked. 

Ian laughed. "Let's see what happens here first." 

Some shots later, Ian lost. "Getting better with every game", he 
said, self-deprecatingly, taking another shot of vodka. 

"So, Ian", said Mylene, coming over from the other side of the 
table, "What do you do for fun on the weekend?" 

"Well, I used to hang around in a bar up the street with my old 
gang every two Saturdays. Sometimes more than that." 

"Not anymore?" 

Ian shook his head. "Not interested anymore. Aside from that, I 
dunno. Whatever I feel like. Whoever suggests something, if I'm 
not already booked, I'll be game." 


"And next weekend?" 

"Dragon Boat competition." 

Myleéne's eyes went wide and she beamed. She then looked at 
him fondly. "So, doubles?" she asked, looking in the direction of 
Dana, to whom Adam was talking. Both of them were smiling at 
each other. "By the way, I've never seen Dana play pool." 

"Adam mentioned Dana's dad being a shark at pool. I'm 
guessing she's picked up a trick or 10. It's a good question who 
will be schooled by whom." 

Mylene laughed a bit. She was amazed to know that about Joe. 
"How's he at pool?" 

"Adam? Dunno. I've never played against him. If his pool game 
is anything like his music knowledge, then I think it's safe to say 
we're screwed." 

"That good?" 

"Maybe." Ian turned to rack the balls and position them 
correctly. He stood straight and said softly: "Then again, if this 
were Scrabble, I'd kick his ass." He looked back and up to 
Mylene, and said, "Probably." 

"According to Dana, he's pretty well-read, so you might be 
hard-pressed to win at Scrabble, too." 

He leaned over to shoot. "Challenge accepted!" 

Dana and Adam looked at him curiously. 

He took his shot. 

Mylene laughed and then looked at Ian warmly. "I haven't 
played Scrabble in a while. How often do you play?" 

He stood up once more. "Not often enough. No stable partner." 

"Hm, we should do something about that." 


The music was loud enough that they couldn't talk to and hear 
each other. 

But that didn't matter. 

No one was there to tell them the music was too loud, at least no 
one at home, for there was no one else at home. If the neighbours 
were perturbed by the lo-fi, art-house, pseudo-melodic noise 
emanating from Marie's room, music courtesy of Jillianne, then 
neither of them knew of it, hearing neither a thump nor a doorbell 


nor a shout nor a yell. In any case, they didn't care if there had 
been: They were too busy getting lost in each other. 


Myléne opened her Facebook account on her laptop in her 
apartment and looked for anyone named Jan living in Montreal. 
She figured they had to have some people in common. 

She couldn't forget his face. She hadn't forgotten it after the first 
encounter. She'd been curious about him since that time but soon 
recalled that the first time she'd seen him wasn't in a bar but rather 
on a terrasse the year before. 

"Similar last name to mine, or one of mine at least." 

She noticed that Ian was already Facebook friends with Adam 
as well as Claudia downstairs. 

"Small world." 

The dark of the bar had obscured her recognition of him 
initially. She didn't really know why she remembered him from 
the year before. Perhaps it was his comedic timing and devil-may- 
care attitude when he abruptly 90-degreed his chair to his left. 

"Funny guy. Smart, too. If he accepts, it should make scheduling 
Scrabble games a lot easier." 

She hoped he would accept her friend request. She wanted to 
know him more than just from chance encounters in bars and on 
terrasses. 


"Music and love: Is there a difference, and why?" asked 
Jillianne. 

"Depends. You can get passionate about both. You can be casual 
about both. Depends too on the music. The lover, too", smiled 
Marie. 

"That's me, too!" exclaimed Jillianne. 

Marie looked at Jillianne dolefully. "Do you have to go away for 
the weekend?" 

"It’s just an overnighter. And I promised Amanda I'd visit her 
before things got too busy." 

"I think Amanda will be lucky having your company." 

"Flatterer. We should go away for a weekend." 

Marie smiled widely. She tended to do this a lot with Jillianne 


these days. 

"You and I", continued Jillianne. 

"I love that idea!" exclaimed Marie. 

"I saw a place online. Big, beautiful, and looks like a 
humongous log cabin. Near Tremblant, close to local 
transportation. We wouldn't even need a car to get there. Like 
hiking?" 

"Yeah, but it's been, like, since last spring. I went up Orford 
with Mee." 

"For real?" 

"Yeah. She even showed me where she sprained her ankle on an 
earlier hike there." 

"Well, we can't have you doing that, can we?" 

Marie was excited. 


Ian began the needle-in-a-haystack search for Myléne on 
Facebook. He knew from experience that in this era Myléne 
wasn't a common name for people over the age of 50. 

The more he thought about it, people over 50 probably weren't 
on Facebook. 

"That whittles it down somewhat." 

Ian began to wish that he hadn't met Mylene in a bar but instead 
through Cees or in one of his political groups. 

"That would've narrowed down the search considerably. Better 
than meeting by chance again. Then again, had Cees sunk his 
hooks into her, he probably would've gone full octopus — hands all 
over the place. No, down with such wording. If I had met her 
through Cees, she would've been one of his 'special' cases. Oh no, 
that's worse." 

He found her profile — it could be nobody else but her. He 
noticed his last name in hers. 

"Or one of hers anyway." 

He smiled at the prospect of having a regular Scrabble partner 
once more. 

He wasn't quick enough to friend request her before her request 
had come through. His mouse took the inconvenient opportunity 
to jam. He reverted to the touchpad on his laptop. He figured that 


this very minor glitch couldn't augur ill. 


"Have you ever made out in a shower?" 

"Yes. But I don't recommend doing it in a shower stall while the 
water's running." 

She laughed. "Why not?" 

"Cause one of you's gonna get water in the face, and that's no 
fun." 

"Hmm, but you'd both be up close and intimate." 

"Hello? Water in the face?" 

"Hello? Turn the water off?" 

"Hello? Might get cold without heat in the bathroom?" 

"Hello? Body heat? Wouldn't it compensate for that?" 

Marie laughed. "Probably would. I guess we'll have to try that 
out soon. Maybe during our weekend together?" 

"We could always practice beforehand." 

Marie smiled at her fondly. 


"Are you even trying to win?" asked Mylene, smiling despite 
herself. 

Ian looked at her strangely. "Of course." He laid his tiles down 
for a triple word score. He smiled. "Satisfied?" 

She smirked in a cute fashion. "Well, looks like I got pwned. 
Tell me about Dragon boats." 

"I've been known to paddle in a few. I've got a competition this 
weekend, down at the Olympic Basin." 

Mylene got a flash of an idea, smiling. "Competition? Oh! 
Sounds cool." 

"I think it is. I'm not much into team sports but I think this is 
different. How about you? Any sports?" 

"When I'm not studying or hanging out with friends, then I can 
usually be found at a dojo, practising kickboxing or Tae Kwon 
Do." 

"Oop, well, I'd better not get out of line with you, lest I find 
myself taking up flying lessons." 

She laughed. "No! I'd never do that to you! Ah, you're such a 
kidder." She smiled warmly. "Aside from that,..." 


"_.1f someone suggested something else and you weren't already 
busy,..." 
"...then I'd be game." 


She typed quietly. She looked up what she could based on what 
little information she had. Finding information on small religious 
cults in rural areas was arduous at best. She figured there was a 
lot between the lines, too much for her to handle at the moment, 
even if she did find it. 

Adam had shown her what he knew about pool. She wasn't 
aware that he could play. Joe had already taught her a few years 
ago, but she was content to let Adam lead the way. 

Adam had also mentioned wanting to find out more about his 
biological father. 

Dana wasn't aware of Adam's past. 

It sounded familiar. 

She wanted to help him. 


"One! Two! Three! Four!" shouted the caller, goading team 
members to stroke faster. 

The way Ian's heart was racing, he imagined he might have a 
stroke, and he might have given some thought to this, if only his 
mind weren't on the finish line. Sprints weren't long but they 
could be difficult, especially if a team peaked too soon. And there 
was the team. He wasn't the leader but 1/20th of the team, 
stroking in time to the shouts of the caller, also called "the 
shouter", though not to her face. Paddle strokes in unison were the 
orders of the day. And the team had managed to act like one so 
far. 

Ian hadn't been one much for team sports. He understood 
relying on others and them relying on him, at least in theory, but 
generally couldn't get it together while playing. He knew what he 
wanted out of a team and how to achieve that. He also knew how 
to follow orders to the letter, though sometimes he could be 
creative, as long as he got the job done. But teamwork with him 
as one of many was something he couldn't quite get the hang of, 
at least til he started dragon-boating. 


He thought he'd heard people shouting his name from the 
stands, or at least from alongside the basin. He made a brief 
mental note of this but kept his eyes on the finish line, now dead- 
ahead and closing fast. He didn't have the luxury of looking to see 
from where exactly people were shouting his name or even to 
listen further to determine if it really was his name he'd heard. 

The finish line loomed ever closer. "Go! Go! Go! Go!" thought 
Ian, timing his thoughtwords with his paddle strokes. The caller 
shouted to go faster. The team went into overdrive and put what 
energy reserves it had left into a burst of speed. The bow of their 
boat, now slightly higher than before, glided over rather than cut 
through water. They edged up by seconds: fourth to third to 
second. 

Photo finish. 

Boats docked. 

Results in: second place. 

"Next race", thought Ian, disembarking. 

He made his way along the dock, paddle in hand, still heaving a 
little from that last effort. Other teammates already ashore were 
lined up and high-fiving those just coming off. Win, lose, or draw, 
no matter the results, they did it as a team. And they were going to 
do it again later: This was just the first competition. 

"At least we qualified", he thought, marvelling that he was able 
to get this teamwork thing, but strangely still not feeling a part of 
it somehow. 

The team tent was a godsend, its shade sweet relief. The 
morning sun had been intense. A team supporter, cooler at hand, 
dispensed bottled water and offered canned beer. 

"Nine-thirty in the morning. It's beer o'clock somewhere in the 
world. Not here, though", thought Ian, grabbing a bottle of water. 
He began to wish he'd brought his own refillable bottle but hadn't 
noticed an abundance of places on site where he could've filled it 
up. 

After cooling off a bit, he looked out from the team tent to see if 
he could spy any familiar face in the crowd. His parents didn't 
respond to his email about the event, so he'd written them off. 
Likewise for the gang-on-hold: They didn't really care that he'd 


signed up for such an activity — "Not nostalgic enough for them", 
quipped Ian to himself — so it couldn't be any of them. 

"Except Herman, but no. Couldn't be. Too high-pitched to be 
his. Maybe there was a man's voice in that, too?" 

Now he was really curious, but it had to wait: team meeting. 


"I wonder which tent is Ian's?" asked Dana. 

"Whichever one says 'Drakon Warriors’ on it", said Mylene. 

"Hard to see the names for all the corporate logos", said Adam. 
"Might have to check them out one by one." 

"That's an awful lot of tents to sort through", said Bert. 

"And I'm sure you're just the man to do it", quipped Bert's wife, 
Manon. 

"Oh sure. Pick on the little guy", said Bert, as everyone else 
laughed. 

"She saw a shot and she took it", said Adam. 

"I'll go look for him", said Herman, "since I'm the only one here 
who knows what Ian looks like in broad daylight." 

"Actually, that's a fair point", said Dana. 

Bert was about to speak up. 

"I think we can rule out him being a vampire at night", quipped 
Adam. 

"Aw geez! He's stealing my lines!" joked Bert. 

Herman was about to dazzle everyone with one of his world- 
famous post-quote paraphrasings when a team cheer from near the 
Olympic Basin drowned out anything that could possibly come 
from his mouth. He set about looking for Ian. To him, it looked 
like there were more teams' members than spectators. He 
ballparked it to a 2-to-1 ratio at a glance. It worried him that this 
event seemed both friendly competition and mutual admiration. 

"Mye-leen says it's only the first such competition here. Maybe 
it'll attract more spectators in the future." 

He walked along the basin-side, trying to find Ian's tent but 
getting distracted by the rainbow of team colours walking in both 
directions. He made it to the end of the tent line but felt he 
must've missed something along the way: He hadn't seen Ian's 
tent; Ian, either. By the time he found it, it was mainly vacant, 


save for one person. 

"Hi. Has Ian been here?" asked Herman. 

"On this team? I don't recall... oh wait. About this tall? Green 
eyes? Dark brown hair?" 

"Sounds about right." 

"Oh yeah, the new guy. Well, they're all new, when you think 
about it." 

Herman looked at her like he was about to lose his patience. He 
would have preferred to be somewhere else. 

"Yeh, well, in any case, they've just left for their boat." 

Herman wondered: If he hadn't gone to the toilet, he might've 
run into Ian. "Well, I guess I'll have to wait til he gets back." 

"Beer?" she asked, smiling. 

Herman looked at his watch. "A bit early in the day for alcohol, 
no?" 

"It's beer o'clock somewhere in the world." 

"I'm sure it is. All the same, I'm good. Thanks." 

Herman looked back toward the bleachers and saw Mylene 
waving at him, gesturing to him to come back up. 

Looking at her, his heart skipped a beat. He smiled. 

He then saw other people arriving. His heart sank a bit. He 
wasn't comfortable around big crowds. He wondered what the 
heck was happening. 


"I'll buy the booze in St-Jovite." 

Herman came back to overhear this new stranger mention to 
Bert about his friend — someone named "Owen" — who owned a 
B&B near Mont-Tremblant and probably had the only B&B in the 
area with a communal beer and wine fridge. Herman couldn't put 
his finger on why the B&B owner's name sounded familiar, or 
why Danny looked familiar. 

"Don't they call that Mont-Tremblant now, Uncle Danny?" 
asked Dana. 

He laughed. "It's still St-Jovite to me." 

Herman took note of anyone calling this person Danny. He 
noticed that Danny had an entourage with him which appeared to 
Herman as a kind of family, one which included three children 


and two adult women. 

"Strange family", thought Herman, now recognizing Danny 
from university. "Two girlfriends? That's a new low for him." 

If Danny recognized Herman, he didn't let on. He and his family 
had turned to listen to the announcements on the loudspeaker. 

By this time, Ian's team was once more at the starting line, 
which Mylene pointed out enthusiastically. Herman quickly sat 
down. The horn sounded. Myléne led the 'GO!' crowd. Danny's 
kids joined in cheering, not really knowing who they were 
cheering for but, being goaded by Dana, having fun all the same. 
Ian's team placed first. Danny's friend Claudia quipped that this 
was the first time she had ever seen loud cheering produce a 
victory. 

Herman now recognized Claudia as well. 

He was about to say something when he noticed Myléne quickly 
darting down towards the tents. Bert 'begged' her not to leave him 
alone with this pack of jokers. 

She thought she'd heard Bert say something and let out a laugh 
on the way down. 

Herman looked at the back of her, forlorn. 

She found Ian's team's tent quickly enough and wondered why 
Herman had taken so long looking for it. She stood there for a bit, 
smiling as she saw Ian engaging in team banter. She sensed that 
he wasn't 100% comfortable in this environment. She approached 
him. He saw her and smiled, not asking what she was doing here 
but pleased to see her all the same. One of his teammates asked 
Ian if Mylene was his girlfriend, to which Ian responded with a 
brisk head shaking, giving Mylene the impression that Ian wasn't 
necessarily pleased with her timing. His teammates wondered 
what was going on. 

"I'd hug you but I'm all sweaty", said Ian, trying to save himself 
from possible incrimination. 

Mylene laughed. "There's a bunch of us up in the stands." 

Ian's eyes went wide. "How...?" 

"Oh, I guess I told a few people about today, and they told some 
others, and it kinda snowballed after that. What can I say?" 

Ian laughed. "Is the whole bar up there?" 


"Not quite. So? Do you have a bit of time to come see your 
adoring fans?" 
"Only if I can bring my lunch with me. I'm famished!" 


Herman eavesdropped on Ian and Danny's conversation. 

They went on about how they were at the same university at the 
same time though somehow never managed to encounter one 
another. Herman wasn't sure he could accept that they simply ran 
in different crowds. Ian said he was more political, Danny said 
more artistic. Herman knew of both groups but still couldn't 
accept that they somehow had never met at all. He was now 100% 
sure about Danny, his appearance perhaps having changed too 
much, but figured he could be sure enough due to Claudia's 
presence around him. Herman noticed Chantal listening in on 
their conversation, leaving Dana to continue playing with her 
kids. 

"Tf they're her kids. Maybe they're the other woman's kids. 
Maybe both", he thought, looking at Claudia. 

"The ABC used to play things loose like that. In any case, 
neither of them seems a responsible mother, leaving their kids in 
the care of a stranger. 'Uncle Danny'? Probably a figure of 
speech." 

He also noticed how Mylene hadn't left Ian's side since he 
arrived in the stands. 

"She could pass for a daughter from a teenage pregnancy. 
Maybe she wouldn't stand so close to him if she knew about his 
daughter." 

Myleéne's attention diverted from Ian and Danny's conversation 
about Mont-Tremblant and the B&B Danny would go to when 
Brendan arrived with Joe, Trish, and Josianne. After Myléne said 
some words to Ian, he shook hands with Brendan. 

Herman felt threatened but then backed down when he 
overheard something about Jan agreeing to be a test subject for 
one of Brendan's classes, something about physiotherapy. Still, 
Herman wasn't sure where this was going to go after classes. He 
decided that things were getting too hot for him and quietly left 
the stands for a cooler place, most likely Bifteck. 


While Ian and Brendan were talking, Mylene went to see Dana, 
still playing with her niece and nephews, and mentioned to Dana 
that she was thinking about taking up dragon-boating. Dana 
quipped that Mylene already did Tae Kwon Do, kickboxing, and 
cycling, and asked did she have time for this. 

Brendan and Ian turned back to Danny, who was chatting with 
Bert, Joe, Trish, and Josianne about a reunion of friends from 
university, a reunion which happened two or three times per year, 
and this time it was at said friend's B&B. Brendan recognized it 
as the one he stayed at this past summer, run by his aunt and 
uncle. Danny was amazed by the co-incidence. 

Joe and Josianne took this as a sign that they were going in the 
right direction. 

Ian took note of this B&B. 

Mylene overheard this, taking mental notes about Ian's interests. 

Off to the side, Adam made mental notes of everything, 
including Herman leaving quietly. He had yet to be impressed on 
any level by Herman. He was not about to start looking in futility. 


Marie was on shift. Her first. And at night. 

She found it advantageous that Jillianne was away for the 
weekend: She had something else to occupy her time. And nights 
were usually the deep-end plunge for a new employee. She 
revelled in it. 

Downstairs was her domain this evening. The upstairs would be 
later for her. 

They had her come in an hour early just to see how the 
transition from afternoons to evenings worked. From then, it was 
behind the bar all shift. 

While all this was happening, Marie got an odd sense that one 
of the customers was either sizing her up or mentally taking her 
apart. She figured it came with the territory of standing out in a 
crowd, and normally she wouldn't care and in fact had stopped 
caring about it a long time ago. But this was something more 
intense in nature. There were too many other customers to take 
care of for her to be pre-occupied with one individual for longer 
than necessary. Being on evening shift, she also had to be 


concerned with the other server, the one who waited tables. 

Additionally, she wanted to make a big impression on her boss. 
When better to do it than on the busy shift on one of the busiest 
days of the week? The source of this intense feeling would have 
to wait. 

Herman had been sitting at the bar for a while when he noticed 
Marie go on shift. 

"Can't she carry herself with a little more humility? A little more 
modesty? She should be ashamed of being such a spectacle in 
public." 

Herman sipped his pint slowly. It was his second since leaving 
the Olympic Basin some hours before. He'd taken his time going 
back to the lower Plateau, detouring through Cité-du-Havre and 
Old Montreal. In an earlier time, he might have mooched a drink 
or two off of others and then turned on the charm so that others 
would let the matter drop while he slipped out. These days, he had 
no problem with money, but even if he'd wanted to mooch, there 
was no one he knew presently at the bar to do this to. 

He looked at Marie once more, thinking about how she likely 
set herself up as a target of men just by the way she dressed. He 
was about to drink up when much of the gang from the dragon 
boat competition walked in, tanned or burned from the day's 
events. They took two tables at the front window. They didn't 
even notice that Marie was on shift. Herman went over to join 
them. 


In retrospect, going to a bar after a day of outdoor sports 
competition in the sun's full glare probably wasn't the best idea, 
even if only for "one drink". Also not helping was the fact that 
they'd all crashed at Bert's place only a couple of blocks away. 
Stiff necks and sore backs seemed a poor complement to the "one 
too many" they'd had. 

"Except for you", said Ian, cricking his neck and pointing to 
Herman. "You look none the worse for wear." 

"What can I say?" asked Herman. "I could sleep on boards, and 
I have a higher tolerance for alcohol." 

"Uh-huh", said Ian. "Pardon me." He coughed a "bullshit". 


Adam raised his head from the table at Place Milton restaurant, 
smiling, sunburn noticeable though not severe. The region he'd 
grown up in BC was no stranger to many dry sunny days, far 
away from the humidity of the coast. "And that's why you left 
earlier than the rest of us. Like, way earlier." 

"I wanted us to have a good table", said Herman. "I wanted to 
have a good head start." 

"Table?" asked Ian. "You saved us a table while sitting at the 
bar? Amazing." He sipped his coffee. 

Herman looked flabbergasted. "I wanted to take it easy with the 
alcohol." 

"Still", started Adam. 

"Actually, that's a fair point", said Ian. "I know you: You never 
binge-drink, and you've never been drunk, not from what I've 
seen." 

"Sure", said Herman, "I'm a prudent drinker." 

"Okay, guys, that's enough for my tolerance", said Mylene, 
looking a little off. 

"We're just messing around with him", said Ian, cricking his 
neck again. The food arrived. 

"Speaking of messing around, how was the kissing?" asked 
Herman, poker-faced but hiding anticipation, to Ian and then 
Mylene. 

Ian and Mylene looked at each other, confused. 

"You and MYE-leen last night at the bar?" Herman pushed the 
point. 

Adam looked perplexed. "When did that happen? I didn't see 
that." 

"Neither did I", said Mylene curtly, trying not to be irritated by 
Herman's mispronouncing her first name. "I would've 
remembered something like that, I'm sure." 

"And I think if Mee-LEN doesn't remember it, then it didn't 
happen", said Ian. 

"Ah. Yes, of course. My mistake", said Herman, a slimy little 
smirk forming on his face. 

Ian looked at Herman rather intensely. 

Mylene tried to go about eating her breakfast. 


Adam was still perplexed. 

"Excuse me", said a voice to the side, "are you leaving soon?" 

Mylene looked cuttingly at the voice's source. "Huh. Rude!" 

Ian chimed in, facing the new arrival. "Sure, after you do." 

"Oh, burn!" said Adam, smiling despite himself. 

Mylene let out a little laugh. 

"In other words, call the fire department", said Herman, 
chuckling a little at his appropriation. 

Mylene stopped smiling. 

Adam stopped laughing softly and resumed looking perplexed 
at Herman. 

Ian shrugged off the irritation long enough to say to the hapless 
twit, "The sign over there says 'Please wait to be seated’, so I 
suggest you learn to wait." 

The stranger backed away. 

"In other words...", Herman started. 

"Herman, they're leaving", said Ian. "Save your paraphrases for 
people with shorter attention spans." 

Herman was agape. 

Mylene looked down, ate, and tried to conceal a smile. 

Adam smirked out of view of Herman. "Well, I gotta went. 
Gotta track down my bio-dad." 

Herman smirked. "Maybe it's him", quipped Herman, smirking. 

Ian could feel the blood drain from his face a bit. 

Mylene looked cross at Herman and then saw Jan and got 
concerned. 

"Have another coffee, Herman", said Adam. "I hear it improves 
memory." 

"I have an excellent memory, Aidan", said Herman. 

"It's 'Adam', and of course you do, Helmut. In any case", said 
Adam, pointing to Ian and winking, "my bio-dad's Robbie, so no, 
not Ian. But nice cheap shot there, Harold. I'll have to take notes 
next time. Hope your memory improves one day. Ciao, folks!" 

Mylene smirked out of Herman's sight. 

Herman, face red, looked straight at Ian, who was pursing his 
lips. "Is there any reason why he can't stay around people his own 
age?" 


"Like me?" asked Mylene. "Because I don't have to be around 
you either." 

Herman smiled like he smarted. "Forget what I said." 

Ian had a better memory than Herman and stared straight at him. 
He wasn't likely to forget what Herman had said. 


"That didn't take long", said Adam. He'd found a lead, and a 
fairly warm one at that. 

He lucked out as regards the lead's memory: It seemed to retain 
every detail of every person he ever knew, met, or came across in 
passing, even friends of friends. In communicating with Philippe 
the lead, there were even times when Adam had to remind him to 
stay more focused on all things Robbie. 

Adam got lucky in a second way, catching Philippe at the right 
moment: He'd just returned from a cycling trip overseas while on 
burn-out leave from his job with the federal government and was 
some hours away from leaving for a reunion up in the Laurentians 
of fellow former Concordia students. Philippe had mentioned to 
Adam that he was in the mood to help another person track down 
someone, having himself just tracked down one of his own group 
while in Europe. He spoke in glowing terms about Robbie based 
on what few encounters he'd had with him: They had only hung 
out on three different occasions 

An hour after Philippe had responded to Adam's query, Philippe 
put Adam in contact with Louise. Robbie had stayed with her in 
Gatineau for a while. Philippe advised Adam to make it either an 
overnighter or a very long daytrip, and to learn some French or 
else bring a French-speaker with him. He also warned Adam to 
brace himself for such a visit. 

Adam felt Philippe was being somewhat cryptic, in stark 
contrast to the TMI-version of Philippe he'd corresponded with 
earlier. On this last subject, he wished that Philippe had explained 
things a bit more. He then recalled Philippe saying he'd be off-line 
for some hours. Upon reflection, Adam felt he could've asked 
more pointed questions at the time. Those questions would have 
to wait in any case: Contacting Louise was more pressing. 

He'd decided to block off Sunday, something he later regretted, 


as it was the day after Ian's dragon boat competition. Adam wasn't 
in the best condition for a visit but figured that aloe on the skin, 
Vitamin C and water in the gut, and a cat nap on the bus ride to 
Ottawa should mitigate the worst effects of that big day out. He 
took comfort when Dana asked if she could come along. Adam 
noticed Louise's written English was comme-ci/comme-ga. At 
least, with Dana along, language would be one less hurdle for 
him. 

The early-morning bus trip up-river was quiet. Adam felt like 
he'd slept the previous night doing a handstand but despite that 
didn't feel much like sleeping right now, preferring to look at 
whatever scenery he could from his window. Dana fell asleep on 
his shoulder. He wanted to put his arm around her but felt this 
would disturb her date with the sandman. Plus, he wondered 
whether or not it would be appropriate to do this. He had become 
aware of the idea that people might assume that he and Dana were 
a couple. In general, he didn't like people speculating. 

It was enough for him to avoid speculation about what lay 
ahead, namely for his visit to Louise. He felt that speculation 
wouldn't be healthy for anyone, least of all him. The prospect of 
visiting Louise got him quite curious, as he wasn't exactly sure 
why Philippe put Adam on such high alert. 

The freeway got boring after a certain point, or so he thought. It 
was relatively flat, stuck between the suburban tracts of off-island 
Montreal and eastern Ottawa. But it was the kind of flat and 
boring that put him in a sort of Zen state, keeping his mind out of 
either speculation or la-la land. He needed this if he was to face 
some things about his father's past. 

Dana stirred a bit but went back to sleep. Adam felt fortunate 
that she came along with him. They would probably have much to 
recount later, much to the confusion of others. 

"Good", thought Adam. 

The bus pulled into the station. Daypacks loaded, they'd opted 
for a long day in Canada's Capital Region. Outside the bus 
station, it was a matter of navigating the local transit networks. 
While waiting for this bus or that, Adam thought of Philippe's 
words, about how Robbie was wonderful and easy-going, a type 


who never judged, and how Robbie had given a younger Philippe 
some good advice: 

"Dump who everyone else thinks you should be and go with 
your heart. It may take you years to figure out who and what you 
are, but don't give up. You'll get there." 

Dana coming along proved fortuitous. She helped bridge any 
linguistic gap between Adam's non-existent French and Louise's 
above-functional English. Louise's son Martin was also there, his 
English better than his mother's. Louise could offer only one 
precise piece of information that nobody else had: That Robbie 
had only been in Ottawa for two months and then left without 
giving so much as a forwarding address or even a vague notion of 
where he'd be. She spoke of him otherwise in glowing terms, 
although Dana could sense bitterness coming off Louise. 

Martin had some questions of his own, like what interest did 
Adam have in Robbie. 

Adam looked at Dana, as if searching for the right words. 

Dana looked at Adam like she wanted to help him but wasn't 
sure how. 

They looked at each other, concerned. 

Martin said, "He's your father, isn't he?" 

Adam looked at him. "Do you remember ever meeting him?" 

"No. He left before I was born." 

Adam's eyes went wide. "He was my bio-dad." 

Martin looked like he wasn't familiar with that term. Louise, 
neither. 

"Pére biologique", finished Dana. 

"Is that what it is in French?" asked Adam, breaking the tension 
somewhat. "Hm. Simpler than I thought." 

"It's not difficult to learn." 

"Sure, but I've only been here for a month." 

"Excuses, excuses." Dana pursed her lips into a smile. 

Adam smiled and then turned to both Louise and Martin, both 
trying to stifle a laugh. "I never knew him either. My mom did not 
learn he was my bio-dad until almost 10 years later. She thought it 
was someone else." 

Louise smiled and nodded a little. Somehow she knew that 


Adam was going to say all that about Robbie. "What happened to 
him?" 

Adam now told Louise what he knew; that Robbie died in a 
motorcycle accident in the rain somewhere outside of Toronto. He 
had a passenger with him who died of her injuries later on — 
Mowena or Malvena or something like that. Having got the 
information fifth-hand, Adam couldn't be sure of her name. He 
knew of it second-hand back in 1995. He only learned about 
Robbie's death after that, him not even 10 years old. 

Louise remembered Robbie and that blasted motorcycle of his. 
She was not keen on riding that thing. She once said that it would 
be his end. Her expression softened somewhat in recalling Robbie 
as a free spirit, though she wished he could've at least stayed in 
contact. Not even a photo to remind her of him. 

Adam and Dana looked once more at each other then at Louise. 

"I'm sorry to have bothered you", said Adam. "I only came 
looking for information. Thank you for your time." 

Louise looked at Martin and smiled. "I'm sorry that is all I can 
give you." 

Adam nodded. "It's more than you think." 


Dying light, setting sun, the day not yet done. 

Twilight by Beaver Lake proved a nice setting for those wanting 
to indulge in the fading warmth of an otherwise unseasonably hot 
weekend, especially one so close to the end of "official" summer. 

They lay on a wide blanket, each looking through sunglasses 
towards where the sun was, sipping red wine, previous-night 
hangovers now an unpleasant memory. Music, sports, types of 
vegetation. They talked about many things, including the now- 
amusing comment about them having kissed last night. This last 
one prompted lurid, clichéd innuendo, making them both laugh. 

"Is Herman always so amusing? I mean, in a stupid kind of 
way?" asked Mylene. 

"Only lately", answered Ian, lying a bit. "No, he's normally the 
type who quotes verbatim, even the quips, and brings them up in a 
timely fashion, although he hasn't done that at all lately. Strange 
for him." 


"What's his memory like?" 

"That's the thing: He does have an excellent memory..." 

"...when he chooses to use it." 

Ian nodded. "Yeah, when he chooses to use it. It doesn't sound 
like he's using it right now." 

"I mean, if we had kissed last night, at least one of us would 
have remembered it, right?" 

"Oh yeah, for sure. Plus, I didn't have so much last night that I 
couldn't remember the evening." 

"Just the heat of the day and a little dehydration..." 

"...can make a pint or two go a long way, ergo the early morning 
head-splitter." 

Mylene looked at Ian, mildly amused, mildly repulsed. "Hm, 
kinda graphic." 

"That's what it feels like,..." 

"... not that you'd want to find out what a real split-head is like, 
I'm sure." 

Ian formed his lips into a rounded "no" and shook his head. 

Mylene increasingly saw Ian in silhouettes, his body set against 
the ever-darkening east. She smiled at him. It was rare when she 
could complete someone else's sentences so casually, so naturally. 
She could make out that Ian was also smiling. 

He thought of Mylene fondly. Their words seemed to flow 
together, naturally building a sentence or two. His view through 
sunglasses in the dying light rendered many things in silhouettes 
with the odd grey. He could make out a glint from Myleéne's 
mirrorshades and her smiling pearly. 

"Hey", she said after sipping her wine, "how do you know 
Dana's uncle?" 

Ian looked at her curiously. "Dana's uncle...?" 

"Yeah, her Uncle Danny. You were talking to him yesterday: 
The one with three kids?" 

"Yeah?" 

"You don't know him?" 

"Danny? Yeah, no, well, we were in university at the same time 
but neither of us knew each other then." 

"Concordia?" 


"Concordia." 

"Well, it is a big university." 

"Sure is. Danny & I had some peeps in common." 

"Like, six degrees of separation?" 

"Make it three. The guy he was going to see at Tremblant? 
Danny said that guy knows someone I know." 

"And do you know Danny's friend, aside from the fact that he 
runs a B&B?" 

"Nope. The name didn't ring a bell. Not my crowd." 

"I've never been to Tremblant." 

"Never?" 

"No, never." 

"We'll have to do something about that one day, hm? I'd be 
curious to see this B&B. I've never stayed in one there." 

"Never?" 

"Never. It's always been the youth hostel for me." 

"More out of habit, I'm guessing." 

"Got it in one. There was one time when I stayed at one of those 
expensive hotels — crashed in someone's suite more like it." 

Mylene laughed a little. 

"The hotel was grand", continued Jan, "but once was enough. 
I'm a little more modest in my tastes." 

"So what do you do in a place like that, aside from, what, I 
guess, partying?" 

Ian laughed. "At Tremblant? Hiking, mainly. Medium trails. 
Anything more difficult and I'd need to get in better shape." 

Mylene felt there was something off about Ian's statement. To 
Mylene, Ian appeared in really good shape. 

The lights came on around Beaver Lake. Ian was a silhouette no 
more. 

Mylene looked at Ian in such a light, in so much detail, but 
incredulously. 

Somehow, Ian knew. He looked at her, smiling. "I don't exactly 
use my legs much in dragon-boating." 

She smiled. "Medium's more my thing, too. Have you tried 
anything more difficult?" 

Parks officials switched on other additional lights near the lake. 


He told her about his flirtation with rock-climbing and how 
injuring his wrist put him off of anything too chancy, at least for 
now. 

"I'm surprised you took up dragon-boating", she said. 

"So was Angele. In fact, she went all weird after I injured 
myself. Taking up dragon-boating was a lot for her to handle. Me 
going overseas for vacation was the last straw for her." 

"Angele?" 

"Ex GF." Ian wondered if he should mention how Angéle could 
only seem to accept him as per someone else's interpretation of 
him and no other way but then figured that Mylene might 
consider him a whiner where his exes were concerned. "Where've 
you hiked?" 

"Orford. Maybe you've heard of it?" 

"Been there three times: twice camped, and once stayed at a 
B&B in Magog." 

"That's where my parents are. Magog." 

"Beautiful town." 

"Yeah, it is", said Mylene, not enthused. 

"I'll guess that you've been up Orford at least 10 times." 

"I'm like an open book to you today, Ian." 

He smiled warmly. "I like reading." 

She smiled. "Try 23 times." 

Ian’s eyebrows arched. 

"Yup", she continued. "I even sprained my ankle once." 

He winced and "ooh". "Not fun." 

"Same with injuring a wrist, I imagine." 

There was a healthy pause in the conversation, the sort of where 
there was no stress, no pressure, no talking for the sake of talking. 

"Do you think you'll ever fall in love again, Ian?" asked Mylene. 

Ian smiled and then looked at her. "Always. I always think I'll 
fall in love again. It's always tough getting over someone. But, 
you know what they say? 'Tough times don't last — tough people 
do'." 

Mylene smiled. "Good advice. I'll keep that in mind for if ever 
I'm in that sort of sitch." 

"Got it from a friend in university. He's in TO now, doing his 


thang." 

"Have many of your friends moved in that direction? I mean, 
the ones from here?" 

"From what I've seen, less than one might imagine. All those 
stories of anglos leaving Quebec in droves? I know of only three 
people who've left. Then again, I'm not from here and neither are 
half the people I know." 

"Where did you come from?" 

"Originally, Trois-Rivieres, but I grew up in the Ottawa area." 

"I've never understood why people come here." 

"To Montreal? There's just a certain something to this place. 
You either like it or you don't." 

Mylene smiled and nodded, more and more while humming 
some notes. Ian looked at her strangely before realizing why she 
was doing this. It became more evident as a cyclist slowly went 
by, a small onboard speaker putting out a tune. "One of my 
faves", she said, hearing "Heroes" fade into the distance. 

Ian smiled. "Mine, too." 


Late-evening. The bus glided along the 417-turned-A40 — when 
the bus crossed into Quebec, Adam couldn't be sure. He was too 
pre-occupied with unpacking what he and Dana had heard today. 
He didn't speak much except to answer Dana's questions, 
whenever she had them. 

By the time they'd been ready to leave Louise's place in 
Gatineau, it was only four o'clock, enough time to be late for 
supper at Dana's. Adam recalled how Dana's mom Trish didn't 
like it whenever someone was late for supper. But this time was 
different: Joe was about to have a get-together barbecue with his 
old university buddies. Dana figured on coming home earlier than 
expected and just staying out of people's way, perhaps getting in a 
glimpse of who would be there. She knew that Mylene's parents 
and Marie's mom would show up, though she wasn't so sure about 
Marie's dad, who was probably content to stay in Chicago. Any 
others she didn't really know. 

If Dana couldn't arrive home early, then she figured on tooling 
around wherever was still open on Sunday. It had been a few 


years since the government allowed for Sunday openings without 
ridiculous restrictions or bars to jump over but many places still 
observed Sunday closures, mainly for non-religious reasons. 

Salvation came in the form of Louise convincing them to stick 
around and have supper at her place instead. They hesitated at 
first but then said only if they could help prepare. Dana called Joe 
to say they would take the following bus and be home later than 
expected. She felt glad to have finally gotten a cellphone. 

"Comes in handy at times." 

On the bus going back, Dana talked about things that had gone 
on prior to Adam's arrival in Montreal. She mentioned Mylene 
declaring "the end of all love" at the ripe old age of 18; about 
Marie stating no one would ever truly be the love of her life until 
that person found her G-spot, although she conceded that Jillianne 
might be well on her way in this regard, based on how they talked 
about their lovelife; and about how screwed up Dana's family life 
was. 

This last comment got Adam very concerned and curious. As far 
as he knew, Dana's family life appeared just fine. In fact, he could 
say that hers was a model family. 

Dana smiled and squinted affectionately. She explained to him 
that she was Trish and Joe's god-daughter; they adopted her when 
she was only three years old; her mother Joannie committed 
suicide, and that her bio-dad was also named Rob but reassured 
him that her Rob wasn't Adam's Robbie. She also mentioned her 
mom's family history, or what she knew of it, about some 
religious cult in rural Quebec. She confided in Adam that she was 
scared that she would similarly play the fool and follow her 
mother's and grandmother's leads. 

Adam reassured her that people aren't clones of their parents 
and they don't always follow in their footsteps. 

Dana changed the subject quickly after having read a terse yet 
frantic text message from Joe, telling Dana that the barbecue was 
running late but not to join in for even a second. She smiled 
quickly but a bit nervously at Adam, choosing to avoid him 
asking if everything was alright by telling him about what a 
practical joker Marie used to be, speaking of a time when Marie 


separately told two people she knew that the other was hard of 
hearing, and how a teacher came over to sort out what appeared to 
be two students having a very loud argument. Adam laughed at 
this and wondered why Marie didn't appear to be that way 
anymore. Dana said she didn't know and that Marie just probably 
outgrew all that. 

Halfway to Montreal, Adam started dozing. Dana kept watch 
over him and pulled him to rest on her shoulder. She looked at 
Joe's text message again and noticed a shorter one following. Her 
eyes went wide. She thought about things for a few minutes, 
about her day with Adam, trying to track down info about his late 
bio-dad. She looked at him, dozing on her shoulder, 
affectionately. She marvelled at how similar their situations were 
regarding family: her bio-dad still alive but her mom gone; his 
bio-dad gone but his mom still around; both their bio-dads having 
the name Rob. 

She looked at her phone once more. Her face steeled with 
determination. She was set: She was going to see Rob one more 
time. 


Interlude 


Jillianne Wright: 

Hey darling Marie, 

I spent a large part of my weekend whirling 
around Amanda §s living room to only the most 
lurid of torch songs. Listening to furnace- 
room lullabies, thinking of you. Amanda would 
like you to know that she now feels as though 
she’s known you for years since I’m 
apparently unable to recount Friday 

afternoon s conversation without resorting to 

a teenager 8 arsenal of superlatives. 

I might not be the greatest at heartfelt 
proclamations, but for what it's worth, I think 
you are both a pirate and a ninja, Marie. You 
don t even need to choose. Seriously. All told, I 


am staunchly of the persuasion that scoreless 
Scrabble ties and epic conversation are the 
best way to spend a weekday evening. Let me 
know how you’re doing. 
Love Jillianne. 
MarieSo D-C: 
Hey dearest Jillianne, 
Will I bring the Scrabble board to our 
wonderful conversations just in case a 
game breaks out? 
Love Marie. 
Jillianne Wright: 
Basically, that would be rockin’. Basically. 
Wednesday, most definitely in the clear. I will 
be re-released into the wild as of 5:30pm and 
could carve a swath of destruction back into 
the lower Plateau area as of 6:30 or so. 
As for the where of it all, we could always 
continue to pilfer heavily from Santropol s 
herb tea war chest. Casa del Popolo is also an 
option. If we wanted to mix it up a bit, le 
Cagibi is a place to be. In fact, Casas fair 
trade espresso and grilled tofu sandwiches on 
pumpernickel bread are answers to my 
problems in ways that consumption never 
should be, but I digress. My only requirements 
for the evening are a) good food, b) better 
music (even better if Molly plays piano and 
sings lusciously with the occasional vocal 
harmonic overtones just to send an orgasmic 
shiver up my spine), and c) solid company 
(done and done!). Also, a wide enough table in 
case an arm wrestling match breaks out and 
you should find yourself going down in swift 
and inevitable defeat. 
— Jilli 
PS — Penguins rock my socks in a not 


insignificant fashion. Fact. :-) 
MarieSo D-C: 
All of that sounds appealing beyond 
words, Babe! I’m completely verklempt! 
I'll say Santropol. I recall the last time we 
were there and how glowing and 
wonderful you looked in the candlelight 
**massive hugs and all that** 
—M. 

Jillianne Wright: 

**Blushes** Free-Tibet potato leek soup, 

friendly competition, and the company of the 

sexiest woman in Montreal (after me, of 

course) evidently do wonders for a girls 

complexion, it seems. 

You'll bring the Scrabble board, I'll bring the 

trash-talk and posturing. We’ll sip espresso, 

engage in epic conversation, and flagrantly 

abuse their late-evening hospitality. They will 

never see us coming. 

Did I mention that I’m looking forward to 


seeing you? 
— J. 
MarieSo D-C: 
Not in the previous two emails, no, so I 
was overdue for that. 
The feeling is mutual. 
XOXOXOXO 
Jillianne Wright: 


Do let me know if such meet-ups are too much 

for you. I'd hate for you to exceed your Jilli 

toxicity levels. 

xOxXOXOXO 
MarieSo D-C: 
Not to sound over the top, Love, but those 
toxicity levels can never be exceeded, for I 
am made of sterner stuff and I can never 


get enough of you. Tonight, it’ll be just us, 
good food & drinks, lots of convo, and 
perhaps even a game of Scrabble — will 
we ever finish a game, I wonder — and 
then afterward who knows? 

**wink wink** 

So looking forward to seeing you again! 
I’m all excited! 

Love you so much, Babe! 


xOxO 
Jillianne Wright: 

You rock my world. Sweet dreams, Babe. 
xOxO 


Marie re-read this recent message exchange, never ceasing to 
smile. She was ecstatic to be with someone so much like her, so 
into the things she was into. She couldn't believe her luck. She 
was in the clouds. 


The phone rang. 

At the B&B in Mont-Tremblant, the one Danny had given Ian 
the number for at the dragon boat competition, a young girl 
picked up the phone. 

"Hello", said Ian, "I'd like to book a room." 

"Okay, I'll just take down your information", she said, slowly 
typing in what she heard. "You're in luck", said the girl. "We've 
one left, an' it happens to be the nicest room in the whooooole 
place." 

"Sounds good. I'll take it." 

"Okay, but you can't take it with you when you leave. You'll 
have to leave it here, right?" 

Tan stifled a laugh. 

"Have you got that, sport?" 

"Yeh!" Ian said feebly, trying to suppress a laugh. "I get it." 

"I could give it to you for the usual price..." 

"But...?" 

"No buts. In fact, I'll let you have it for freeeee, but you'll hafta 


do me a favour, right?" 

"Um, okay. What's the favour then?" 

"I wantcha to call the demolition company in the next town over 
and tell them to come here and demolish my school." 

"What?" Ian almost couldn't control himself. 

"Yeh, an' tell the boss there to make sure all my teachers are 
inside. They give me too much homework, 'specially on Fridays. 
Make sure you talk to the boss, too, and no one else." 

Ian burst out in laughter. He heard a woman in the background 
on the other end: "Ev!! What in hell? Never talk to customers like 
that!" 

Ian could hear Ev laughing in the background, fading as she 
went away from the phone. 

"I am so sorry", said the woman. "What a kid!" 

"That's alright", said Ian. "That was probably the best laugh I've 
had in a while." 

"Honestly, I don't know where she gets her sense of humour 
from. Probably her dad. I don't recall ever being as bad as that, 
though I've had my days." 

"No harm done. Actually, she started off making a good sales 
pitch with the nicest room in the place." 

"Hm." 

"Hello?" 

"Sorry. It looks like she's already entered your information, 
though not all. She's getting better. Yeah, it is the nicest, or so our 
customers say. How many are you?" 

"Just one." 

"Well, it's a family room, so I'd have to charge you for that." 

Ian thought about it for a second. "No problem. I'll take it." 

"Okay, you'll pay when you arrive." 

"That's rare." 

"So are we, but not for long. Policy change starting April 1 next 
year." 

"Sounds about right." 

"One last question: How did you learn about our B&B?" 

"Personal referral. Someone named Danny. Told me he was 
going up last week. Says he goes up there once in a while." 


"Danny Leblanc?" 

"Didn't get his last name. He has three kids and a partner. And 
when I met him last, there was a friend with him. Claudia, I 
believe?" 

"That's him. For that referral, he gets a batch of triple chip 
cookies." 

"Wow! Triple chip? That sounds amazing. If I refer someone to 
your B&B, can I haz cookies, too?" 

The woman laughed. "Okay, Mr. Lolcat. Deal." 


Dana was still thinking about the other night, when she came 
home from Ottawa. 

There'd been a barbecue in the backyard between Joe and his 
friends from university. Joe had warned her that Rob had shown 
up and wasn't sure how long he would be there. Joe knew how 
Dana felt about Rob and wanted to avoid there being a 
confrontation. Dana also knew how Joe felt about Rob and knew 
that it couldn't have been terribly comfortable for Joe that Rob 
was there. 

She and Adam had arrived in time to see Myléne coming up the 
walk to the stairs. Dana initially figured on hanging out with 
Adam but he looked as if he could do with going to bed early. 

Any goings-on in the backyard were a world away from Dana 
and Mylene, who hung out on the front balcony. At one point, 
Josianne came out of the house with a man who neither Mylene 
nor Dana recognized. Dana felt exposed on her balcony quite 
suddenly and hid behind the railings, hoping she could see 
something of this man. Myléne overheard Josianne calling this 
man "Rob". Dana edged closer to the balcony railing to get a 
better look at this Rob. The front porch light below gave her some 
idea what he looked like but just enough. 

Mylene noticed Dana's eyes going wide, face getting hard, and 
lower jaw moving back and forth. She became alarmed. 

Dana was angry and sad all at once, her eyes full of hot tears, 
her knuckles now white from gripping tightly. Somewhere, deep 
down, she realized she wasn't ready to confront this guy yet. 


Two positions in Ian's department were to be eliminated. Jan's 
was one of them. 

He'd been thinking about quitting his night-shift job for a while 
now. He was getting somewhat tired of sleeping like a bat, so the 
news came as a relief to him. Yet he also reacted to the news of 
downsizing ambivalently. He was told he was one of the best 
employees on the floor and felt offended at the contradiction of 
his impending dismissal. 

He thought about staying with the same company and applying 
for some internal posting and BSing his way through the 
interview, saying how easy it was to train him on any new task so 
he could cover his assets and still get the job. 

He reconsidered this option when it occurred to him that he was 
still due two weeks of paid vacation as well as a 20-week 
severance package. Seeing that no one else had time off and it 
wasn't a busy time, he opted to take his two weeks halfway into 
the company's two-week notice of his termination, leaving the 
team shorthanded. His boss wasn't happy. 

"Maybe he should've fought harder to have me retained. Ah 
well, not my problem now." 

He felt that there was a distinct advantage in being a single 
person with no dependants: He was able to go on vacation outside 
of peak periods but while the weather was still reasonably warm 
and all the summery touristy places hadn't completely shuttered 
for the season. This year in particular was a good time to get away 
from things, and Mont-Tremblant beckoned. He thought it a good 
time to revisit his twin likes for mountain hiking and long walks. 

He mentioned to certain types at the bar that he wasn't going to 
be around the weekend following and would anyone like a 
postcard. Cammy pointed to the wall behind her with all sorts of 
stuff on it, postcards included. Ian smiled and took down the bar's 
address. 

Later in the week, while they were playing Scrabble, Mylene 
asked if Ian had booked things for Tremblant. Ian said yes and 
asked Mylene would she ever visit Tremblant. She smiled warmly 
at him before blurting out "Why not with you?". They looked at 
each other, astonished. 


He wasn't expecting her to say that, but he was glad she had. 
She couldn't believe she'd said that, but she was glad she had. 
Ian nodded in approval. 


Marie thought she was going to cum with excitement. 

In her last message, Jillianne had proposed they take a vacation 
together the week before Thanksgiving long weekend to really 
and truly have a big bang for their six-month anniversary. At 
Marie's suggestion, they'd slept with each other until they decided 
they were in a relationship, which they figured was after brief 
end-of-session vacations visiting their respective families. Over 
the last month, Jillianne confessed that she felt comfortable 
moving forward with Marie, much to Marie's delight and 
excitement. Their last few outings were so carefree and easy- 
going that Marie felt like she had sprouted wings and was soaring 
on air. Their outing last Friday had airs of magic and wonder to it. 
She believed they were truly within each others' spheres and 
didn't want to leave. She could lose herself in Jillianne and never 
regret it. She was so lucky to have found someone so much like 
her, someone so into her the way Marie was into Jillianne. 

Her MP3 played something by Belle and Sebastian, one of her 
and Jillianne's favourite groups, as she walked along to their next 
outing. "Walk" wasn't really a good verb for how Marie was 
feeling at the time: It didn't feel like the pavement was beneath 
her feet at all. A part of her hoped that this evening's outing would 
be a repeat of last Friday's, while another hoped that it would be 
next-level magic and wonder. 

She ordered a pot of herb tea upon finding a good table and 
plunked down the plastic bag holding the infamous Scrabble 
board which would see this Wednesday evening break the run of 
scoreless ties they'd been having for a while now. It was a bit of 
folklore, these scoreless ties, as Marie let Jillianne get ahead and 
then played cat-and-mouse until the conclusion. Marie wondered 
if Jillianne had done the same with her and then smiled all the 
more. 

Marie thought fondly about Jillianne's words in their last major 
email exchange. Jillianne later said that she would take care of the 


travel arrangements and accommodations, while Marie's domain 
would be sights, attractions, and food, which could be quite dear 
for where they were going in the Laurentians. Marie even 
imagined perhaps meeting up with Ian and Mylene who would 
also be in the Mont-Tremblant area for the same weekend. She 
would have to ask them where they'd stay after Jillianne told her 
this evening of their own accommodations. She was never really 
particular about couples-only events but felt she could waive 
things just this once, knowing who she'd be with. She imagined 
the four of them admiring the fall colours together, later getting 
wasted on locally-brewed beer, and after that thinking up ways to 
have even more fun. That place would never know what hit it. 

Marie looked at her cellphone. She'd been here for 10 minutes. 
No sign of Jillianne yet. The pot of herb tea was still hot and 
might be so for another 10 minutes. 

She looked around the place just to be sure that Jillianne hadn't 
pulled a Dana on Marie and sat out of sight somewhere within. 
She flagged the server and asked if he'd seen Jillianne arrive at 
any time. The server smiled and said that Jillianne was a regular, 
knew what she looked like, and would be sure to direct her to 
where Marie was sitting. This was a relief to Marie, as all that 
herb tea had to go somewhere. 

Coming back, there was still no Jillianne. Only two minutes had 
passed. 

"Perhaps that's too much to hope for." 

Marie had to wonder what had happened to Jillianne: She was 
never late for anything; she was certainly never late for one of 
their outings. It had occurred to Marie that this was the first 
outing when Jillianne had proposed meeting at a place where 
they'd eat and/or drink rather than a meeting point more common 
between them, like a metro station or a street corner, or even one 
of their places. She decided not to give this much more thought. 

Fifteen minutes more: sip, smile, wait. The herb tea was now 
too cool for her liking. Still no Jillianne. 

Another pot of herb tea. 

Marie called Jillianne: no answer; voice mail; message cheery 
and brief; no stress or worry in it. 


Another 10 minutes now. Grand total: 40 minutes. 

Another call, another no answer — no message this time. 

She looked at her text messages just to make sure. 

Nothing. 

She checked her Facebook slowly and expensively — via her flip 
phone — knowing just what to check and where to go. At two 
dollars per screen, she had to know how. 

Still nothing. 

She checked to make sure she'd read the instructions correctly: 
right place, right day, right time. All was right: Santropol, 
Wednesday night, 6:30pm. 

Once more back to her own voicemail, just in case. 

Once more, nothing. 

She drank up, paid up, got up. Purse and plastic bag in hands, 
she sauntered out. She didn't want to give anyone the impression 
that all was wrong in her universe. Cool on the outside to the 
point of seeming a little frigid; on the inside, confusion and 
apprehension abounded. 

The server looked at her knowingly. He was sure he'd seen this 
before. He said nothing. 

Outside, slowly, surely, footfalls leaden. The crisp night breeze 
coming off the mountain felt harsh to her somehow. 

It wasn't that cool outside. 

Her MP3, on shuffle, played "The Price of Gas". She got lost in 
its beats for a while. She pondered a bit about whether she should 
contact Jillianne through Facebook but then decided that two calls 
and one voice message were quite enough to care. Any more than 
that might seem cloying or needy. 

She exhaled noticeably. She hoped Jillianne was alright. 


Movyement #2 
Pics et plateaux 


Adam was distracted. 

The more he thought about how to develop his thesis, the less he 
actually developed it and the more he got sidetracked. He began 
to think that his general idea about human relations and reactions 
to different forms of media and communication was good enough 
for a cover letter and getting him into the programme. But he was 
no longer content with it: He was veering increasingly towards 
the human relations part and away from comms and media in the 
larger sense. He considered his initial plan of getting into 
marketing and development less and less appealing, his attention 
turning more and more towards how people interacted and why. 
The why was important to him. He was curious. While in high- 
school, he was the guy lots of people got along with, and he 
reciprocated for the most part, but he had only a few friends and 
otherwise kept to himself. Wendy said that Robbie had been like 
that, too, although he came across like more the MVP-type than 
the easy-going drifter that Adam was shaping up to be. But the 
more Adam's mom thought about it, the more she realized that 
Robbie really only had a few people who he truly called friends, 
as with Adam. 

Adam was different from Robbie in one respect. He knew that 
Robbie had never questioned why anyone liked him. According to 
everyone Adam talked to, Robbie had often taken it for granted 
that people did like him. But Adam wasn't sure why anyone 
should like him. He didn't detest or loathe himself, but neither did 
he think he had anything about him that anyone should like. For a 
time, he even thought that people were stupid or else had poor 


eyesight. Wendy wanted to tell him that it was all in his head but 
instead told him to ask himself a year later how he felt and then 
get back to her. By the time he finished |st-year undergrad, his 
attitude had softened somewhat. 

Since then, he had become quite curious why people laughed 
when on a night out at a resto or a bar. In his talks with Dana, she 
couldn't understand it either. 

To him, Dana was a distraction but a healthy distraction. He felt 
comfortable around her. Their similarities and differences 
interested him. Someone once told him that similarities didn't 
always make for a good relationship — in fact, they could be a 
source of friction — so it wasn't something to bank on. In any case, 
he wasn't sure he wanted anything more out of her than what he 
already had at the moment. Truth was, he wasn't sure about 
anything involving relationships: He'd never been in one. While 
in high-school, nobody questioned if he'd dated or lost his 
virginity. In undergrad, nobody cared. Wendy had always 
reminded him what the word "No" meant, but he had yet to get 
into a situation where someone had to say that to him. In some 
respects, he felt lucky to have avoided silly peer pressure in high- 
school, as well as falling into the trap of not getting the signals or 
taking a hint regarding non-consensual, non-mutual sex. 

On a night out, Adam asked Marie if she knew if Dana already 
had a boyfriend. To Marie's knowledge, Dana had dated but had 
never gone the whole way with anyone. Adam wasn't sure to what 
extent Dana had gone, nor was he sure that he cared to know. The 
more he got to know Dana, the more he figured her history wasn't 
a factor, save for the parts that they had in common. He didn't 
even really care if there was supposed to be a 'next step’. 

He couldn't get his head back into his thesis. An earlier 
conversation with Jan had left a bad taste in his mouth. It was 
unusual: He hadn't known Ian for a long time but their 
conversations had been very cordial up until that point. They'd 
had a disagreement over social media and how effective it would 
be in the political realm. Adam felt he was right in saying that it 
would be a short-term thing and useless in politics or in any form 
of campaign. 


Ian disagreed. 
What Adam felt sore about he couldn't be sure. 


Marie couldn't be sure she'd seen the same man visit her mother. 

She'd seen him leave once before, just before she came home — 
at that point, she'd said "hi" to him. At that point, he'd seemed 
familiar to her. Upon reflection, she recalled having seen him 
leave her place once before but hadn't run into him that time. With 
Jillianne occupying her thoughts more than anything else, 
Mystery Man would have to wait. 

She recalled her last phone conversation with her father, when 
she asked him about one person in his old group. Dana had 
mentioned trying to visit her biological father one more time, 
being emboldened by Adam's recent find. Dana had mentioned 
that Adam's bio-dad's name was similar to her own bio-dad's. This 
piqued Marie's curiosity. Peter described Rob as he remembered 
him from years ago but asked a bit tensely why Marie would be 
curious about him of all people. Marie mentioned that this was 
someone that Peter never talked about but she'd heard the name 
mentioned by Fil, Myléne's father. Marie hadn't seen Fil in years 
but had seen Mylene and figured that Fil was as good a foil as 
any. 

Peter took the opportunity to mention that he intended to be in 
Montreal for a week in late October. Marie looked forward to this. 
She wanted to show him the Montreal she knew. He felt he knew 
Montreal well enough, at least until Marie pointed out that he 
hadn't been to Montreal since she was three years old, when he 
moved the whole family to Chicago. He quickly did the math and 
then figured out that Marie might be on to something. 

What Peter had told Marie about Rob spoke far more than 
Peter's 17-year memory lapse of Montreal. In fact, Peter seemed 
to have a very clear image of Rob, so much that, when she saw 
Mystery Man again, there was no doubt as to who he was. She 
felt that Dana should know, and she would've said something, 
only she doubted herself just enough to backtrack on that. 

"What if it isn't him?" 

She came home after Jillianne's no-show but did not run into 


"Rob" this time. Grasping the doorknob, something told her that 
she shouldn't make a big entrance coming into the apartment. She 
smiled instinctively. 

Key slid almost silently into lock and turned tenderly, taking 
care not to let the lock clack open as it tended to. 

This time it didn't. 

"All's good." 

She opened the door but slowly, contrary to habit. She recalled 
how much the door had squeaked until recently; that was, until 
Gordie determined that no one was being decisive enough when it 
came to certain household irritants so he may as well do 
something about it. 

"Thank the Darling upstairs for little brothers." 

She opened the door silently. 

She set the lock gently in open position and then closed the door 
with equal care. She then tenderly removed her footwear and 
chanced the hall's floorboards with cat-like tread, rather like she 
used to do whenever she snuck up on someone while playing a 
practical joke. 

On the small dining table, an unidentified keychain. She also 
noticed a cellphone, one she'd not seen before. Neither it nor the 
keychain looked like they could've belonged to any member of 
her family, so where was their owner and why were these things 
left unguarded on the dining table. 

Her concerns were answered somewhat when she heard noises 
coming from her mother's bedroom, noises familiar enough to 
anybody with even a modicum of a sex life, past or present. 

Ears perked up and peripheral vision on alert, she took in hand 
the mystery cellphone — in silent mode and not locked — from the 
table. 

"Someone has enough self-confidence or smugness for two 
people." 

She checked the text messages. She recognized Josianne's 
cellphone number and that Josianne had addressed the owner as 
"Rob". She went into the cellphone's specs and put his number 
into her own cellphone. Then she reset everything and carefully 
placed the cellphone where and as she'd found it. 


Walking back to the door as she had walked from it earlier, she 
opened it quietly, released the lock from open position, and then 
slammed the door loudly, yawning just as loudly afterward. After 
sending her footwear floorward with a noticeable clatter, she 
stomped her way to the sofa and then promptly lay down, put her 
arm over her eyes, and pretended to snooze. 

From Josianne's bedroom emanated noises of the mad-shuffling- 
of-putting-on-clothes and putting-one-foot-in-front-of-the-other 
varieties. 

Josianne's bedroom door wooshed open and two people breezed 
past the dining table, one of them stopping suddenly to retrieve 
the conspicuous keychain and cellphone and then following the 
other toward the door. Marie caught a glimpse from under her arm 
as they passed. Murmurs by the door. Lock fussed with and then 
clacked open. Door opened then shut. Marie decided to sit upright 
quietly on the sofa and read one of Gordie's gaming magazines. 

Josianne came back and gasped "Ahsti!", startled to see Marie 
sitting there as if nothing had happened. 

Marie looked up unemotionally then back at the magazine. 

"Of course, nothing happened", Josianne thought, considering 
Marie and what wasn't seen. 

"Funny, but I don't know why Gordie likes this shit", said Marie 
in English, matter-of-factly and not looking up. 

Josianne collected herself, reassured that Marie hadn't noticed 
anything out of sorts. "I do not see anything funny about it." 

"Not funny ‘ha ha'; funny 'strange’." 

"English can be confusing. In any case, some would say the 
Extinguisher is full of shit." 

Marie laughed. "It's the Extricator. And yes it's full of it, but it's 
fun to read. And a girl's gotta have a bit of amusement in her life." 
"And speaking of amusement, I thought you were supposed to 

be out with Jillianne right now." 

Marie sighed. "Me, too." 

Josianne looked concerned. "What happened?" 

Marie pursed her lips and shrugged her shoulders. "Dunno. She 
didn't show. I've left her a message. I'll just have to wait." 

"It doesn’t sound like there's much else you can do." 


Josianne knew her daughter too well to think Marie hadn't seen 
or heard anything or at least hadn't picked up on something. She 
also knew that if she made like nothing had happened and feigned 
ignorance then she would become more self-conscious, making 
for telltale signs which Marie would pick up on straight away. She 
decided to alleviate the possibility of this in another way. 

"I'm going to make some tea. Want some?" 

Marie thought about it. She decided she'd had enough tea for the 
evening. "No thanks." 

Josianne looked at her cellphone and took it into the kitchen. 

"Rob, I think it a good idea we don't meet for a while. I'll 
explain later." 

She half-filled the big steel kettle with water and placed it on an 
element, set to max. 

"Jo, what's a while?" 

"Until further notice, chére. Trust me." 

She tried to pass the time by watching the kettle come to a boil. 
By the time the next text message arrived, two minutes had 
passed. No boil. 

"Who is it?" 

Josianne hated it when people got jealous, even worse over silly 
little things. She had to think about her response, really think 
about it, and tapped out her message slowly, sometimes going 
back to erase a word or change the punctuation: Text messages 
that spilled over cost more money. 

"Let's just say that somebody's on to us. Suggest we cool it, 
unless you want your little kingdom to blow up." 

The kettle came quite suddenly to a boil. 

Marie stood there, smiling. "Changement d'idée. En effet, je 
prends ce que tu prends." 

("Changed my mind. In fact, I'll have what you're having.") 

She and Josianne often changed languages from one 
conversation to the next, although not in mid-conversation. 

"No, that would be silly", thought Marie. 

Josianne wanted to say that it wasn't a good idea for Marie to 
have what Josianne was having but even as a passing joke it 
would elicit something. "Je n'ai pas encore décidé ce que je vais 


prendre." 

("I haven't yet decided what I'm going to have.") 

Josianne rooted through her tea chest. Her cellphone, now on 
the counter, lit up and vibrated, and the kettle's whistling 
diminishing just enough to make it evident. 

She smiled at Marie. What was she so pre-occupied about? She 
was a single mother. She was an adult. She could keep company 
with whomever she pleased. A part of her didn't feel she had to 
justify anything to her children. But another part of her felt self- 
conscious, knowing that Marie had been back in touch with Dana 
for over a year, and whatever Dana was told, there was a good 
chance that Joe would find out. Josianne loved Joe enough that 
the last thing she wanted him to know was that she was seeing 
Rob. 

Josianne knew that Joe didn't like Rob. She knew that Rob had 
been an asshole to pretty much any male who wandered into their 
group back at university. 

One of the other males in the group, Fil, who was in the same 
faculty as Rob, suffered Rob's attitude for all of five seconds 
before deciding to stare at Rob with cutting eyes. This happened 
whenever Rob spoke. Fil never answered any questions Rob may 
have had for him but instead asked Rob questions which bordered 
on the personal. Such tactics humbled Rob who feared intrusion 
into his private space but couldn't bluster his way out. 

Another male in the group, Charles, studied the same subject as 
Rob and Fil. Charles took cues from Fil and acted similarly 
towards Rob. From then on, Rob had to mind his words around 
either one of them and settled into an uneasy friendship with 
them. Whenever Fil and Charles were around, everyone else 
found Rob quite manageable. 

However, it didn't stop Rob from being verbally abusive when 
either of those two weren't there. In one of their pillow talks later 
on, Josianne learned that Rob felt insecure and threatened by the 
presence of other men. After that, she could only ever humour 
Rob. For her, approval or validation of his feelings in this matter 
were never options. 

She wondered what she'd been thinking sleeping with Rob, or 


why he even needed her. He had everything going for him in his 
life: happily married; one daughter; always in demand in his 
profession; popular with colleagues, management, and most 
employees. Sometimes his work saw him be away from his house, 
now paid-off, for short times. He always kept up appearances of 
the loyal husband, and everything looked fine on the outside. She 
wondered would his veneer ever crack. 

It was at times like this that she thought it a mistake that she and 
Rob had exchanged numbers when he showed up unexpectedly 
with a colleague at one of her exhibitions not long after Marie and 
Gordie went to live with Peter in Chicago. What started as coffee 
after an art exhibit and one trip back to her old apartment became 
a once-in-a-while thing and then a fling-a-week, provided he was 
in town to be unfaithful — his being unfaithful while he was out of 
town was of no concern to her. Although she'd had other people, 
men and women, in her life since Peter, none was as constant as 
Rob. 

"M'ma, you're in your head again", said Marie, switching to 
English and rousing Josianne from her trip down nostalgia lane. 
Marie looked at Josianne's cellphone. She had a suspicious smile 
on her face. "And you oughta take that, for example." 

Josianne looked down at her cellphone. Incoming call this time. 

"I'll prepare the tea. After that, let's talk", said Marie chirpily. 

Josianne took her cellphone into her bedroom. It stopped 
ringing. She checked her text messages first: all Rob, all 
panicking. There was a voicemail. She listened to that: Rob again, 
panicking again. She called him back. 

"Hello?" he answered. 

"Get over it", said Josianne, in English, tersely. "Or go back to 
therapy. Your choice." 

"But..." 

"Later", she hissed. "Or will you add 'later' to the list of words 
you don't understand?" 

"I know excess and I know nothingness. So try ‘never'." 

"Fine." She ended the call. She didn't care if he was bluffing and 
she called it. He could be melodramatic at times and she had 
gotten tired of it. 


Marie had heard no precise words from her mother's side of the 
conversation but could tell by its tones and cadences that her 
mother was either angry or irritated. Marie decided this was a 
good time to make like she'd heard nothing, fill the teapot, take 
out two mugs 

She came out of her room, leaving the cellphone on its dock to 
recharge. It had seen enough action today. 

"So?" asked Josianne, unusually strict and impatient. "What will 
we talk about?" 

Marie smiled but it turned neutral. "Two things — one a 
statement, the other a question. Who you sleep with is your 
business. But you are cute when you look like you've done 
something wrong." 

Josianne smiled. Marie knew lots more than most people gave 
her credit for. Josianne wondered where Marie got it from. "And 
your question?" 

Marie became a little more reserved and then switched to 
French. "Ca veut dire quoi quand la personne la plus spéciale dans 
ta vie ne se présente pas?" 

("What does it say when the most special person in your life 
doesn't show up?") 

Josianne wanted to tell Marie what she thought of Jillianne. She 
wanted to tell Marie about what and who wasn't about to be in her 
life. She decided to take a different tack. 


Marie wasn't terribly satisfied. The conversation she'd had with 
her mother left her concerned and perhaps misunderstood. 

Josianne hadn't quite understood Marie's feelings, feelings about 
Jillianne and her mysterious non-appearance, and this after so 
much time together. After a certain point, Marie got the feeling 
that perhaps Josianne was slightly out of her depth where Marie 
and Jillianne were concerned. 

However, Josianne had also said that something had happened 
but it was over now. Apart from that, she mentioned no more 
details, not even a name. 

Marie felt Josianne was being cryptic but knew that she was 
talking about Rob. She was now completely convinced that her 


mom's Rob was Rob from the old gang. And the mention of Joe in 
his text messages confirmed in her mind that this was Dana's Rob. 

All this put her in a difficult situation. Marie was one of two 
people outside of Dana's family who knew that two others were 
Dana's biological parents. She couldn't very well tell her mom. 
She also didn't want to tread on her mom's happiness, although 
based on what she thought she overheard earlier, it sounded like 
her mom was done with this guy but didn't seem too pleased with 
the situation — not much happiness derived from that. 

At some point, Marie had doubts about holding on to Rob's 
number at all. She was about to get rid of it when Dana texted her, 
asking if there was a way to mask her emotions, perhaps a pill. 
Marie texted back to ask if it was a convenient time for a phone 
conversation. 

"I don't know how I'll do it, Marie, but I want to try again to 
meet my bio-dad." 

"So why the pills?" 

"The other night, I saw him." 

™Him'?" 

"Yeah. 'Him'. Rob. And with Josianne." 

"Shut. Up. Where?" Marie went wide-eyed. 

"Leaving my place, downstairs. But he didn't see me." 

"Geez." 

"You have no idea what was going through my head that 
evening. I couldn't decide whether to cry five rivers or to burn 
something down. Even now, I'm trying to process so many 
emotions over the thought of just going to see him." 

"I can only imagine." 

"But it gets worse." 

"How?" 

"You know how I wanted to meet him a few years ago?" 

"Yeah, you mentioned something about that, like what, after one 
too many rum-and-cokes?" 

"Well, now I want to do more than just meet him." 

Marie listened intently to Dana's plan. 

"Now all I need is his number. The one from a few years ago 
isn't good anymore", said Dana. 


"Dana, you're in luck. I can help you in two ways. Meet me 
tomorrow night at Bifteck. Upstairs. I'll be on shift then." 


Marie was standing outside Jillianne's workplace, wondering 
whether or not to go in. 

She didn't like where she was. 

She'd called and texted during the past week but no response. 
She figured that the direct approach was the best, given the 
circumstances. If Jillianne was there, she'd at least tell Marie 
something of what had happened, why she didn't show up last 
week. If not, then it might give Marie even more cause for 
concern. 

Everything in her life up until last week was studies, friends, 
and Jillianne. Jillianne's radio silence left a gulf that seemed to 
increase with time. Jillianne had created such a warm, beautiful, 
enveloping space in Marie's heart that her absence left Marie 
increasingly cold, ugly, self-despising. She didn't want to go 
inside only to find that Jillianne wasn't there, even worse that 
she'd left for good. 

She dithered for a while, not even bothering to look inside to see 
if Jillianne was there. Her gut told her that she should also be 
afraid of Jillianne being there and what Jillianne would say. She 
had a similar gut feeling a few times around Jillianne, notably 
after they first slept together and later when Jillianne stated that 
she felt like they were in a relationship. But Marie's heart had 
thumped too loudly those times for her brain to hear, and her 
brain had been in disbelief anyway. 

But now her brain was in disarray. She was not sure what to do. 
She peeked in through one of the windows of the café where 
Jillianne worked. There she was, looking busy just to look busy. 
Marie paused for a second and decided that, no matter what 
Jillianne was doing, she would leave her be for the moment. Her 
job was important to her. 

Marie knew all about having a job. Her shift at the bar started in 


30 minutes. 
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He had to walk out. 

He took care to do this quietly, after having cast his votes. It 
would have been irresponsible of him to leave before doing this, 
but since things were going down the tubes, it would have been 
too painful for him to remain. 

Despite his better advice, Ian knew Cees' plan was going to 
sputter, die, and then promptly decompose on the spot. 

"Of course it was going to: He planned it." 

Ian knew not to let all this get him down. In fact, since he'd seen 
the warning signs from a ways back, he simply became resigned 
from the get-go. Less pain that way. 

He wondered why it should be painful for him to any degree. He 
had no personal stake in it, save supporting the plan and the friend 
who spawned it. It was perhaps the idea of knowing a failed plan 
when he saw one and really doing all he could so no one was hurt 
or disappointed. He also knew, however, that he couldn't do his 
utmost in this area if he was excluded from any degree of 
planning; thus, he didn't need, logically-speaking, to feel any 
pain. 

"Logically-speaking", he thought, walking through McGill 
campus toward the Plateau, "what I do need is a drink." 

The mountain hid what daylight there was left. Ian had always 
felt that those McGill buildings set on the slope of Mount Royal 
looked imposing enough, but compared to the mountain itself, 
they were tiny. No sunlight at this time of the year usually made 
for a rather unpleasant chill, but it had been warmer than the 
seasonal norm, making it a shame to be stuck indoors, and at a 
meeting, during this time. 

The more Ian thought about it, the more he realized that the 
temperature and conditions had been this way in relation to what 
was the norm for a few weeks now. They hadn't forecast a late 
summer — he didn't like the term "Indian Summer", especially in 
proximity to McGill — so this had all come as a surprise. It started 
to make him feel more optimistic. 


"Maybe just one drink." 
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"Hey there", smiled Marie. "What can I get you?" 

Ian opted for the upstairs bar, seeing that it was open on 
Thursday. "Do you have anything that'll sort out confusion?" 

"Well, if you wait a year or two, my GF will be a therapist. You 
could see her." 

"Sounds pricey", Ian said, laughing a little. "Something here 
might be cheaper." 

Marie laughed. "Maybe a good scotch? Not that we have any 
here." 

He waved that suggestion off. "Nah, I get the DTs from that 
stuff." 

"Who doesn't?" 

"But just after I leave the bar?" 

"A pint of noire, maybe?" asked Marie, concerned. 

"That sounds fine", he said smiling. 

"I've seen you before", she said, pouring his pint. "Not 'here' 
here. Downstairs." 

Ian smiled. "It's always nice to be remembered. Yeah, one of the 
first times I came in here — uh, downstairs. You were also on shift 
after my recent dragon-boat competition." 

Marie smiled. "Good memory." 

"The first time, you looked like you were applying for a job 
here", he continued. 

"A really good memory." 

Ian's eyes went wide with disbelief. 

"Yeah", she continued, "I guess there's no one else who looks 
like me. I do kinda stand out, don't I?" 

"Like a beacon for lost souls." 

Despite herself, Marie was genuinely charmed. It was the first 
truly bright moment since Jillianne turned ostrich on her. She had 
kept her optimism attuned to 11 since their last meet-up. She 
hadn't given up hope and didn't want to, despite what her gut was 
telling her. Yet, Ian's words sparked a certain joy in her. She felt 
she'd not stop smiling for a while yet. 

"Five dollars, please", she said. 

Ian’s eyes went wide once more. 

She continued: "It's after Happy Hour. You're usually here 


afternoons, right?" 

"Now I'm the obvious one", he said, giving her three toonies. 

"Thanks. By the way, I'm Marie." 

"Tan." 

Her eyes went wide. "Oh, that Ian?" 

"I guess", he said, concerned. 

"You know, I saw the way Mylene looked at you." 

Ian’s mouth was agape. "Mylene. Like, this tall, dark hair, green 
eyes, always favours dark clothing?" 

"The same." 

"Oh, her! Yeah. Uh, doesn't she look at everyone that way?" 

"No, only when she's curious. At least. Oh, excuse me for a 
second." Marie turned to serve another customer. 

Ian had wanted to say that he knew Mylene hadn't been curious 
about him but felt somewhat relieved that Marie had become so 
busy suddenly that he didn't have to say it. He wondered why he 
would bother saying something like that: It was obvious that they 
were curious about each other. 

Marie came back, nodding, bunching her lips. "Yep. '20-the- 
death-of-all-romance'. I know her story." 

Ian looked at her oddly. "Sorry?" 

"Oh! I thought you were going to say something about you & 
Mee, so I responded... Oh, nevermind. I'm on the Moon 
sometimes." 

"I didn’t know that. It's not apparent to me." 

Marie smiled at Ian sweetly. "You know, we've been friends 
since we were six, Mee and I. I bet you didn't know that." 

"She did mention knowing someone named Marie for a long 
time. But something about being away for a while?" 

"Yeah, we were. For eight years. All three of us." 

"Three?" 

"Dana. Yay-high. Shoulder-length, darkish brown hair, flows off 
her head like a waterfall and then curls at the bottom. Average 
build. Dresses like someone not long gone from a convent?" 

Ian thought about it. He nodded in recognition. "Yes, she was at 
my dragon boat competition. She also brought Mee's drink from 
the front of the bar the last time I was here, saying 'never leave 


your drink alone, even among friends’, or something like that. I 
played pool with her, Mylene, and Adam later on. She's a quick 
study." 

"Yeah, she does surprise people at times. Oh, speak of the devil. 
Nice chatting with you!" Marie said with a wide smile. 

Ian smiled and nodded accordingly. He took notice of Dana's 
arrival. She seemed pre-occupied, enough that he wasn't going to 
trouble her by saying "hi". He also noticed Dana and Marie 
chatting but not about what. Marie handed Dana a small brown 
paper bag. Dana looked into it, pinched a smile at Marie, and then 
promptly left. Marie looked a little concerned watching Dana 
walk out. Another customer had gotten her attention. 

At that point, Ian felt better being alone in a crowd. He could've 
been satisfied being around anyone from his old gang, including 
Herman, but he felt that anonymity was better. Still, he wondered 
where Herman could have gone. He didn't figure on Herman 
sitting through the whole AGM. And usually these days, Herman 
was never far behind Ian. And yet, this evening, no Herman. 

He figured that there was no point bothering with Herman's 
whereabouts. He smiled and thought of this as his "me time". He 
smiled all the more when he realized that this weekend would be 
"Mee time" as well, and he was looking forward to it. 


Herman sat in the corner, just away from the light enough to 
obscure his presence, except to the most discerning eye, and even 
there said "eye" had to know him by appearance alone. 

He'd looked towards the bar as Ian and Marie were talking. He 
had no idea what they had said, or even the subject they'd been 
talking about. He did notice them smiling at each other in a 
certain way that he thought was odd. He wondered why a man in 
a relationship was flirting with another woman. 

"And a clownish whore at that", thought Herman, amused at his 
poor choice of words. 


Marie felt vaguely unsatisfied with her decision earlier not to 
bother Jillianne at work. 
She waited, phone out, laptop open, at home, her headphones 


pumping out music by the Replacements, another Jillianne 
recommendation but one they'd never listened to together. Much 
of what they had listened to together was now proving unbearable 
or painful for Marie. She wanted Jillianne there to listen to that 
with her. Jillianne wasn't. 

It was 3am. Jillianne's shift was to have ended at 9pm. It was all 
Marie could do to stop looking at her phone while at work. 

No texts. 

No calls. 

No emails. 

No activity on Facebook, or at least nothing from what Marie 
could see. 

Her eyelids started to get heavy. Sleep was in order. It would be 
an anxious sleep, not the sort Marie cared for. 


"Nordic style", said Mylene, as Ian drove up and parked. "I think 
it looks gorgeous. You really have good taste in architecture, Ian." 
"Well, thanks. And it took me long enough to build this, too." 

"You...? Oh, clown!" She laughed. 

Ian couldn't help but smile. He hadn't intended to choose this 
place for the way it looked but he wasn't about to say that. 

The house was on a bend on a hill, with most people seeing the 
side of it in passing, giving it an appearance much smaller than it 
truly was. Upon driving up to the front, this place was anything 
but small. Ian looked around what appeared to be the back of the 
house and noticed a basement which opened onto a deck with a 
spa and after the backyard, with a fire-pit a good ways down. Ian 
had to wonder what the place looked like on the inside. 

Opening the front door, a subtle odour of pine cleaner and fabric 
softener greeted their olfactories. A small bell over the door 
tinkled but may as well have clanged church-bell style. This, a 
very quiet place, didn't seem to have a reception desk in the 
traditional sense. They looked around the main hall, a short yet 
broad affair with a lectern to the side. Opposite that was a small 
table with brochures for the area. 

A flush of the toilet and the splashing of tap water came from 
behind a door to the far left. Out came a girl — Ian figured her to 


be no more than 10 years old. She saw Ian and Mylene and 
smiled. Then she walked toward and poked her head into what 
appeared to be a large living room, looking both ways before 
turning around and coming back, straight dark brown hair 
helicoptering around as she turned, slight mischievous glint in her 
hazel eyes, smiling once more at them. 

"Hi", said Ian. 

"We have a strict 'no loitering’ policy here", she said. "Also a ‘no 
gawking' policy. I don't know what 'gawking' means, but both my 
parents use that word a lot, and they don't like it when people do 
it." 

Ian managed a small smirk, concealing a laugh. "I booked a 
room here?" 

"Hmm. You sound doubtful", said the girl, flashing him a 
serious look. She pulled out a ledger book from a shelf within the 
lectern. She glanced at him once more before looking down at the 
ledger. "Name, rank, and serial number?" she asked. 

Mylene pretended to look around the hall, her back turned to the 
girl, hiding a smile that wanted to be a laugh. 

Ian decided to play this girl's game. "Ian Allard, General Pain- 
in-the-ass, and whatever's on the cereal box' barcode in front of 
me." 

Mylene, back still turned, still smiling, eyebrows raised and 
eyes almost squinting, shuddered a bit in silent, close-mouthed 
laughter. 

"Hmm. Cereal with breakfast. Noted", said the girl, similarly 
smirking. 

"There's been a change of plans", said Ian, turning to present 
Mylene. "I've brought someone with me." 

Mylene turned around, smiling and looking angelic at the young 
woman. 

"I'll have to check with the day manager." She turned left into 
the main room and disappeared. She came back what felt like one 
minute later. "Bad news: That room's for married couples only", 
said the girl, smiling and pursing her lips at the same time, eyes 
now flitting somewhat between Ian and Mylene. 

Ian could feel the blood drain from his face. He couldn't tell if 


this very young woman was being serious. When he brought 
Mylene with him, he hadn't thought there would be such a 
complication with it. Worse, it made him feel awkward, given 
whatever his situation with Mylene was, which he wasn't sure 
about at all. 

Mylene looked at her knowingly. She tapped out a text message. 

"There's an Elvis chapel down the road where somebody named 
Ugly Bob will get your civil status sorted out. Just don't get the 
notary next store involved in all that. Remember, your room only 
sleeps two, so don't go thinking about triple occupation. We're on 
to you." 

Ian burst into laughter, having recognized her voice as the girl 
from the phone call. 

Mylene started laughing but then stopped when she got a text 
message from Brendan: 

"Yup, that's her." 

She laughed loudly. 

"Ev!" barked a man just coming in from out back, "Go take the 
dog for a walk", calming down long enough to hand her the leash 
and some sandwich bags. 

"Oh, rats! Hey, Barky", she said in a high-pitched voice, 
leaving. "Wanna go poo-poo in the lakey-lake?" 

"And if the dog goes poo-poo, don't forget to pick it up", the 
man said. 

"Barky's too heavy for me to pick up. Soon, Papa. Love you!" 

Mylene let out a loud, high-pitched laugh and sought refuge on 
Ian's right shoulder. Both she and Ian managed to stop laughing 
long enough to get their reservation sorted out, and at no extra 
charge. 

"Rotten kid", the man said. "She's got quite the warped sense of 
humour. I think she watches too much Youtube." 

"I think she's adorable", said Mylene, wiping the laughter from 
her eyes. 

The man laughed a little, then smiled, and then sighed. "That 
she is, and a handful, too." 

Mylene turned to Ian. "Was that the girl on the telephone who 
made you laugh, Ian?" 


"I think so." 

The man looked at them, then hung his head low, rubbing the 
back of it, and said, "She must get it from her mother. I don't 
recall ever being that bad." He took Ian's payment and then 
smiled at them after having opened a small locked cabinet. "Well, 
here are your keys." 

As they went up to their room, Ian had a flash of recognition 
about this man but couldn't be sure. The man bore a slight 
resemblance to someone Ian had once met while in university, 
through a friend. But the man of then had long hair and didn't 
wear glasses, although he was tall like the man downstairs. 

"That cuts it down to a few hundred million people." 

Ian was already told this guy's name but, try as he might, he 
couldn't recall the man's name. 

"IT should contact Tony at some point and ask him." 

The common room appeared expansive to Myléne's eyes. Going 
up the staircase only added to this feeling. She could see more and 
more of the backyard with every upward step. There was a simple 
luxury to it all. She smiled. 

"Enjoy your stay", said the owner. 

Ian was too much in his head to notice these things. There 
would be time for that later. A turn of the key attached to wood 
block and they were into their room. Clean, near-mountain air 
entered through open window; manila drapes billowed. Drapes 
contrasted with floral-patterned quilts on two beds, one double 
and one single. The single looked like it could have been a couch 
if not for the additional mattress. These quilts contrasted further 
with the brown blankets at the foot of the bed and the white 
pillowcases opposite. The walls were log-cabin-like. Inside like 
outside. 

Mylene went to the window, drew the drapes completely open, 
and took in the view outside. She had always imagined that this 
was how her honeymoon would start. She got lost in this image 
and all the hopes and dreams entangled within it before realizing 
that the present situation wrenched her away from that and that 
she should just take in the view and the air as is and experience it 
no other way. There would never be a honeymoon. There would 


never be a marriage. 

"No relationship, no marriage, no honeymoon. Simple really." 

The sun streamed in. Myléne was a silhouette to Ian, as he had 
been to her on Mont-Royal. He had a flashback to his one 
morning in Bray and for a split-second thought he saw Jacqueline 
again. 

"Care to see the view, Ian?" asked Mylene. 

Ian blanked for a moment. He was about to answer her, quickly 
formulating a response but thinking of "Jacqueline" instead of 
"Mylene". He hesitated even to move. 

"Tan?" 

"Yeah, eh, sorry", he said, walking over to the window and then 
looking outside. He then turned to look at Myléne and then 
behind him, smiling. "I like the scenery; this room: where it's at; 
the way it's laid out; the colours." 

"I like it, too", said Mylene, curious, putting a hand on his 
shoulder but drawing back quickly. 

Ian looked around the room for other things. "Ever since I came 
back from last vacation, I'm always curious as to how business 
owners decorate their establishments. I know. That must sound 
strange." 

Mylene laughed. "Not at all. It may sound strange for me to say 
this, but in all the time I've travelled, I've rarely had the occasion 
to stop and just look at all the details. I was never in one place 
long enough, so I guess I didn't bother after a while." 

Ian smiled at her. "Maybe now's a good time to take it up 
again." 

Mylene smiled. She laughed briefly. 

"Something I said amuses you?" asked Ian, smiling. 

"Not you, no. I was just thinking about that kid downstairs. Ev." 

Ian started laughing. "Is that her name? She's a card, that one." 

"Do you know who she reminds me of?" 

Ian shook his head, still smiling. 

"Marie, back when we were in elementary school. She was the 
practical joker of the group. Not like bucket-over-the-door joker. 
More like having people on, leading them on. Like Ev does." 

"I've only chatted with Marie once, but I get the impression 


she's not quite like that." 

"Not these days, no. She's mellowed out since then. She's more 
about quips and style." 

"So was she the sort who would've sown confusion while the 
class sang 'Row row row your boat' or some other round, or 
maybe something else?" 

Mylene burst out in laughter. "She did that! Actually, we did 
that!" 

"We'? And what?" 

"Oh, Marie, Dana, and me. 'Row your boat'. When we got to the 
"Merrily merrily' part, we just kept singing that." 

Ian laughed loudly. 

"And the rest of the class went along with it!" continued 
Mylene. "The teacher never did figure out who started it." 

Ian's laughter subsided into a smile. "It must've been difficult 
keeping a straight face in all that." 

"Oh, you can't imagine." She laughed. 

"I may be able to. When I was younger, one of my classes sang 
the words to I-can't-recall-which song now but a few of us 
decided to change the lyrics ever-so-slightly, ever-so-gradually, 
and sang those instead. Eventually, the class sang those, too. We 
had to poker-face it the whole way." 

"Did you get into trouble?" 

"Nope. Like you, we were never found out. When the teacher 
asked each of us to sing what she thought was the problematic 
line, we reverted to the original lyrics. She started the whole thing 
up again, and again we sang the mondegreen versions." 

Mylene laughed again and then went slightly confused. "Hang 
on: Like, I got the sense of the sentence, no problem. But a 'mon- 
de-green'? What's that?" 

Excuse me while I kiss this guy' versus 'Excuse me while I 
kiss the sky', for example. Misheard song lyrics." 

Mylene laughed again. "Oh, that's so funny." 

"Did Marie ever do that?" 

"Mm, dunno. We never got the chance, I suppose. We went our 
own ways after Elementary V", she said, going quiet. 

Ian looked at Mylene compassionately. "Sounds like a sad 


moment for you." 

She looked at him curiously and said in a soft tone: "Yeah. Was. 
How do you know that?" 

Ian bunched his lips a bit. "Oh, something in your voice, I 
guess." He shook his head a little. "Maybe I don't know. Maybe 
I'm imagining things." 

Mylene wanted to say something. 

"Should we get unpacking?" Ian pointed: "The double looks 
comfortable for one, cosy for two." He smiled. "I guess I'll take 
the single." 

Mylene looked once more like she was stuck on a thought and 
couldn't voice it. "Uh, sure", she managed, smiling hesitantly. She 
wondered why she was all of a sudden apprehensive about this 
arrangement. It was the correct thing to do. They weren't a couple. 
They weren't even dating. Not even an illicit, out-of-town, 
weekend fling. Sharing a bed wasn't supposed to be an option in 
their case. And the bathroom was nice and large, so changing 
clothes wasn't a problem. She looked around the room, taking in 
the details which Ian had mentioned, as well as a few others 
which she'd noticed, before looking at Ian unpack his big blue 
backpack as if he'd done it so many times before. She wondered 
how many places this pack had travelled with Ian. It looked like it 
had had some kilometres on it, like it had been handled and 
volleyballed at least 10 times by airport personnel. Not a cheap 
model. 

Ian got the feeling he and his movements were being surveilled 
as he set about arranging his things. He stopped after a few 
seconds to look and smile at Mylene. He noticed that she hadn't 
done anything with her mid-sized duffel bag, itself looking like it 
couldn't handle one more trip by plane without shuffling off its 
mortal coil somewhere along the way. 

She snapped out of things and started to arrange her effects. She 
suddenly got up and went to the bathroom, shutting the door 
behind her. 

No lock clacking. 

Ian looked at the bathroom door, curious, concerned. He tried 
telling himself that all should be well but felt that something was 


amiss. He went back to placing the things he needed for today in 
the bottom drawer of the room's dresser. He figured whatever it 
was would sort itself out soon enough. 

She ran cold water for a minute before rinsing her face, not sure 
why she wanted to do this, as her face didn't even need washing, 
let alone rinsing. The water didn't feel good splashing onto or 
pouring down her face. As far as she could figure, it served as a 
distraction. 

"What am I even doing here?" she thought. 

She looked at the bathroom door. He hadn't knocked on it yet, 
not even spoken to ask was everything alright. She thought about 
him, how he hadn't done anything to make her feel 
uncomfortable, how he hadn't said anything which would put her 
in an awkward social situation. 

She dried her face and then sat on the bath ledge to consider her 
own words. She wasn't in the habit of having people enter her 
emotional space so quickly. And yet, she knew that Ian hadn't 
made any particular effort to do this, nor had she exactly thrown 
open those doors. They just seemed to glide naturally into each 
others' orbits and fell in sync. So far, so good. She decided not to 
think anything more of it. 

She heard a tinny, melodic sound coming from the main room. 
Opening the door, she saw an MP3 connected to a small speaker 
putting out Radiohead's "Planet Telex". Ian was lying on his 
single bed, Concordia cap covering his eyes, resting comfortably. 
She stepped softly, gracefully toward her duffel bag and restarted 
unpacking it. 

He flicked his garnet-and-gold cap off his face with his left 
index finger and cocked his head up to his right where Mylene 
was. "Everything's alright?" 

"Yes. Yes, I just had to wash my face and stuff." 

"Sure. Happens. Look, um,..." 

"Hmm?" 

"We're good, right?" 

"Yeah", she smiled. "Good." Whatever prior apprehensions 
she'd had had melted away. She smiled. "What?" 

He sat upright in his bed. "Just curious, but do you think you'll 


ever travel abroad again, like with your parents? Or anyone?" 

"Oh sure. Just not immediately. Probably not with my parents. I 
love them, but I think I'd prefer to travel with someone other than 
them." 

"Believe it or not, this is only the third time in my adult life that 
I've travelled somewhere with anyone. Those international trips? 
All by myself." 

"Isn't that boring?" 

Ian bunched his lips. "If I travel alone, I never know who I'll 
meet. And there are other advantages to travelling alone. Less 
negotiation, fewer arguments, over what to see and do next. But I 
have to admit, yeah, there are times when it can get boring." 

"I've never travelled alone. I'm not sure I'd like it." 

"It's okay, as long as you keep a travel journal. At least you can 
read it later. But travelling with someone does have its 
advantages." 

"Yeah, shared experiences. Stuff you and someone else can talk 
about later..." 

"..usually in front of generally clued-out types..." 

Mylene started laughing. "...who read far more into things than 
they should,..." 

"...which is the best part, of course." Ian also started laughing. 

"Of course." 

Mylene laughed. Despite her earlier apprehensions, she quite 
suddenly felt good about herself. 

Ian continued: "I like leaving people to suppose. Let them spin 
their tales. Depending on who I'm with, I don't care. And I prefer 
getting to know you naturally. No pretense. No act." 

She gave him a longing, relieved smile. "Me too." She hugged 
him. "Confession: I'm not used to anyone caring to know about 
the language beyond my body." 

Ian let her go gently, looked down, and then back up again, 
smiling. "Maybe I'm starting to care about the person in that 
body." 

She looked at him fondly in the eyes. 

"Should we head out at some point?" he asked. 

"Now sounds great. I think we've been here a while." 


"An hour or so, I think. I need to freshen up, too. Will you wait 
for me?" 

"No problem. I'd like to explore this gorgeous place a bit." 

"Please do report if you see any interesting trinkets or knick- 
knacks." 

She laughed a little and smiled as she went out the door and 
downstairs. "What a clown", she thought. She couldn't stop 
smiling. He'd had a certain way about him. She really did feel 
quite happy about herself. 

Music arose from the piano in the common room. Myléne 
imagined that anyone could play it if they wanted, as long as they 
didn't damage it. It was Ev, playing scales and other exercises but 
then breaking with that at some point and playing something 
Mylene had heard at La Févre Noire back in Sherbrooke. She 
struggled briefly to recall what it was while Ev repeated it. 

"Cat Power?" asked Mylene. 

Myleéne's voice startled Ev. She soon regained her composure, as 
well as her sense of humour. "No, my name's Evelyne. I'm named 
after my grandma, tho' I've never met her, 'cause she died before I 
was born", she said, pouting and trailing off. She then jumped 
back into character, saying devilishly, "Some people call me 'Evil- 
Lyn'." She then went angelic: "But everyone else calls me 'Ev'." 

Mylene laughed. "I meant what you were playing." 

"Is that what it's called? I never knew. It was just something my 
cousin from BC played to my mam a few years ago." 

"BC? I've never been there." 

"Both my parents are from there. You and your man should go 
there for a visit one day." 

"My man? You mean Ian? No, he's... I mean... we're not, like, 
together... not like that." Mylene felt immensely awkward trying 
to explain this to anyone, let alone a 10-year-old. 

"Oh no? Mam says when two people look at each other a certain 
way, there's something special going on", Ev said musically. 
"Even more if they finish each other's sentences. Do you and Jan 
finish each other's sentences?" she said, crescendoing, fluttering 
her eyes, smiling. 

"Um, well, no, as a matter of fact. We don't. You say the 


funniest things, Ev", said Mylene, trying to stifle a laugh. 

"Being a grown-up is so complicated. Being together, too. I'll 
never be together with anyone. Too much arguing." Ev pouted 
then smiled, making Mylene think of a younger Marie. "I like to 
be happy." 

Myleéne's eyes went wide quite suddenly. She felt a certain 
sadness come over her. She felt that Ev was too young to believe 
such things. But for whom Mylene felt sad, she wasn't quite sure. 

"I like everyone to be happy", Ev continued, looking sincerely 
at Mylene, then giving her a hug. 

"Oh, what a touching moment", quipped Ian, just coming down 
the stairs. "Do you plan to adopt?" 

Both Ev and Mylene broke off and laughed. 

"I think we should go for a long walk", said Mylene, smiling 
and looking at Ian a certain way. 

"Me, too. I was thinking: We could go along the old railway..." 

"...back towards St-Jovite. There's that restaurant..." 

... which brews its own beer..." 
...and it does have a pretty awesome menu." 

"Let's do it!" they both said at the same time. 

Ev grinned ear to ear. "No, you don't look at each other in a 
certain way, and you don't finish each other's sentences, do you, 
Mylene?" Ev said musically, then snapping to. "Well, I have to go 
out back and kick the dog around. Toodles", she said, smiling and 
ending on a high-pitched note. 

Ian and Mylene, mouths closed, looked at each other wide-eyed 
and then burst into laughter. 

Ian said, "What a kid!" 


" 


" 


Only two days had gone by, and still nothing from Jillianne. 

It felt like more. 

Marie wondered what the fuck. 

A few days after Jillianne said she'd contact Marie soon, Marie 
was looking at Jillianne's Facebook profile and noticed that the 
photos Marie was tagged in were now gone. It was strange, Marie 
having vanished from Jillianne's social media. 

She checked Jillianne's relationship status. It was something else 


Jillianne said she'd taken care of. Looking at it, it appeared she 
hadn't taken care of anything. It was "Single" before they started 
dating, but that disappeared while they were together. Now, 
nothing, not even an "It's complicated". Marie was tempted to add 
Jillianne to say "In a relationship" but got the odd feeling that 
doing this was not the wisest course of action. 

Marie also wondered how Mylene and Ian were getting on. 
Marie knew that she and Jillianne should have been up there, too, 
or would have been, if Marie had even heard from Jillianne. She 
began to wonder if Jillianne had in fact booked anything at all and 
then became a little angry over the idea that maybe she had but 
with someone else. Marie dashed this thought out of her mind as a 
silly flight of jealousy. She had worked hard in her life to 
eradicate jealousy from her feelings. 

"It's a valid human emotion, but it brings out the worst in 
everyone." 

But it was so hard. Jillianne had totally wound Marie up and 
around her finger, and Marie saw no reason to object. It just felt 
so good to her. 

She wondered once more about Mylene and what ever could she 
be doing with an older man that she wasn't even in a relationship 
with. Marie had to wonder if Ian had some sort of hold over 
Mylene that she'd consent to go with him. And an older man? 
Why not someone her own age or roughly that, like Adam or 
Brendan or even Gordie? And what were Ian's intentions with 
Mylene? 

Marie calmed down in her head a bit when she recalled that 
Mylene had, unrealistically in her opinion, closed the door on all 
romance thus cutting herself off from anything but the most 
fleeting fling, if that. She also recalled Mylene saying that she'd 
convinced Ian to bring her along, not the other way around. And 
she recalled how charming yet harmless Ian was at Bifteck the 
other night. 

"He'd better be harmless", thought Marie, getting protective of 
Mylene. 

She began to realize that she was projecting how she felt about 
Jillianne on Mylene where Ian was concerned. She knew that 


projection was a poor way of dealing with one's own problems 

In all the hullabaloo that was her relationship with Jillianne, 
when most of the outside world escaped her attention, this was 
one clear moment that she'd noticed just how at ease Ian and 
Mylene were with each other. Given those circumstances, it made 
her wonder why anyone had to be in a relationship at all. Marie 
decided at that point that she needed to be more like Myléne and 
less the off-the-cuff head-full-of-love type she'd been up until 
recently with Jillianne. 

The more she thought about it, the more she realized that she 
hadn't been like that with anyone before Jillianne. It slowly 
occurred to her that she'd forgotten that about herself while with 
Jillianne. 

In a second, she also realized that she was now thinking of her 
relationship with Jillianne entirely in the past tense. A small panic 
suddenly prompted her to act. 

She refreshed her Facebook profile. There was a new post in her 
newsfeed, from Jillianne's own wall. It seemed rather cryptic to 
Marie's eyes, at least at first, but the mystery soon evaporated 
once it dawned on her what it was about, who it was about: 

"Jillianne Wright is feeling disgusted. 

For all of you wondering where my 'GF' 
went, please don't ask anymore. She 

wasn t my 'GF". Ever. There were some 
summertime flings and a few dates, but no 
relationship. If you get any inquiries from 
her about me, please treat her as a 
confused individual, cuz it's clear that she 
is. Those of you asking me about ‘her' and 
what happened, please stop. I can't give 
the deets to a 'break-up' over something 
which never happened." 

Marie was livid and confused, never two good states to be in 
together. 

"Good god. It's like 'we' never existed! Everyone who knew us 
knew we were in a relationship. We were inseparable. They all 
saw that! How can she just say 'we' never happened?" 


Marie wanted to copy and paste the entirety of their last two 
email exchanges on Jillianne's wall so people could see just 
exactly what Jillianne had said, but she knew that Jillianne could 
easily delete whatever Marie posted. If Marie did this on her own 
wall, then it would start a heated debate, most likely against her, 
with Jillianne labelling Marie all sorts of derogatory terms, most 
of them psychological and stigmatic. And Jillianne had just that 
kind of vocabulary to back her up. 

"And she's so much more persuasive than I am in conversation. 
She tells such good stories that people will believe her way over 
me, no matter how convincing or honest Iam." 

Whatever had gone on between Jillianne and Marie, Marie had 
been outmanoeuvred. In some regards, she should have seen this 
coming. Jillianne had mentioned this ex-BF or that ex-GF and 
how her previous relationships had gone and bombed. Marie had 
made mental notes of the math involved in Jillianne's previous 
relationships and reckoned that they were variable in length but 
consisted of her spending 75-80% of them plotting her exit. Marie 
had given Jillianne the benefit of the doubt, figuring the others 
were the problem and Jillianne merely had the misfortune of 
being caught up in one bad relationship after another. In Marie's 
case, there were no signs of theirs having been a bad relationship, 
nor was there a sign that Jillianne had been planning to leave. 

It was now apparent to Marie that Jillianne had certainly had the 
time to plan an escape, but from what point in their relationship 
Marie couldn't be sure, aside from when things went silent. Based 
on everything Jillianne had said about others, Marie should have 
known this was coming. But Marie wanted to believe that she was 
the exception. Marie had been blinded to the idea that this 
situation would ever arrive. By the time it did, she had no way to 
respond. 

She was devastated. She'd always been in control of herself 
where relationships were concerned, both going into and coming 
out of them. But with Jillianne, she had lost her head. 

"God, I'm so stupid." 

Now in her bed, the bed she and Jillianne had shared on 
occasion, she stared at the ceiling of constellations which she'd 


shown Jillianne in one of their fancy-free discussions. She took a 
deep breath trying to relax given the situation but rolled over and 
cried loudly into her pillow. She cried like she hadn't cried since 
she was a kid. She'd bottled up so many emotions for so many 
years over so many things. But this felt the worst. The pain and 
sadness of losing Jillianne had shattered that bottle, its contents 
flooding her uncontrollably. 

She'd fallen from the loftiest of emotional heights. All this 
landed in her pillow. She wanted to suffocate herself with it. 

She looked up and saw a watery version of the black-lit stars on 
her ceiling. She felt so small and insignificant staring blearily up 
at her mock universe. Her ceiling universe represented her idea of 
thinking big by reaching for the stars. Nobody in her family had 
ever been a doctor, and her parents weren't quite sure what to 
make of Marie's desire to cure people of whatever ailed them. 

Marie wondered who would cure her. She cried again but less 
loudly, less intensely, than before. She didn't want to imagine 
what her face looked like at this moment. She hoped it was less 
messy than her pillow. 

She got up and went to the bathroom. What was supposed to 
start as a face wash became a bath. Washing her face had required 
her to glance at least once at the mirror once — looking at it a 
second time was not an option. That one time, she thought she 
saw Jillianne in the mirror instead of her own reflection and 
longed so much to be in that world. 

She immersed herself completely in the near-full big bathtub 
that Josianne had had installed prior to Marie coming back to 
Montreal. Josianne was going to replace the old tub with a shower 
stall but settled on a new tub. She knew that Marie preferred baths 
over showers. She also set up shower curtains with flowers on 
them, much to the later chagrin of Gordie, who didn't hate flowers 
but didn't care for them either and was less concerned about 
aesthetics and more concerned about functionality. 

Marie wasn't sure when she wanted to come back up for air, but 
she did. She gasped, thinking this might be the last time she'd do 
this. Baths normally relaxed her, but she was already numb given 
her current state. If she were to go under one last time, she was 


sure she'd stay that way. 

She stared blankly at the walls above the shower curtains, all 
white, anything to take her mind off a certain emptiness within 
the otherwise full bathtub, which, not so long ago, had seen two 
people at the same time occupying it, water and all. Though 
submersed in water, Marie felt this void both within and around 
her: vast, unfillable, and not so much as a star to guide her. The 
idea of being alone bothered her like never before. What bothered 
her more than this was the idea that this void inside could never 
be filled. She felt that the voids within and without were 
inextricably linked. If there were a sanctuary within or without, it 
was either presently too deep within her or too far beyond her 
scope. Desperation set in. It was palpable. 

She stared at the ceiling. No stars. Not even minor impurities in 
the paint as stand-ins. Blank slate, like she felt her mind was 
becoming. Blank slate, whenever starting over became the only 
reasonable option. No past, nothing present, but not a sign of the 
future. For now, the ceiling, an inconvenient, annoying 
nothingspace, stared back at her with indifference. She wondered 
if anyone cared how she felt at the moment. She wondered if 
anyone knew how she felt at the moment. She wondered if 
anyone knew the sort of pain and emptiness she was feeling. 

Floral-patterned shower curtains. Tears coming down her face. 
She wished she could pick a flower from those curtains, hold her 
breath, slip under quietly, tears gone for good. 

So quiet was it in the bathroom that the front door's closing 
exploded her out of abysmal and dangerous contemplation. 

Her breath quickened and then calmed. She wasn't in the mood 
to talk to her brother and couldn't be sure that she even wanted to 
see her mother much less speak to her. She pulled the plug, got 
out of the tub, dried herself off as quickly as she could, and 
wrapped her hair up in a towel. 

No make-up to any degree today, she determined. 

Josianne stood there, searching for something in the linen closet, 
smiling. Marie smiled back a little and said salut but then went to 
her room as quickly as she could. She'd wanted to shut the door 
quickly but stood stark and stared at the pillow she'd been crying 


into, now without a pillowcase. Josianne stood behind Marie, new 
pillowcase in hand. 

Josianne: "J'étais sur le point de t'en apporter un nouveau. Ton 
oreiller avait l'air d'en avoir besoin." 

("I was about to bring you a new one. Your pillow looked like it 
had need of it.") 

Marie's shoulders slumped. She smiled, eyebrows arched up, 
like nothing was now the matter but then went full-hug mode on 
Josianne, who quickly slipped the new pillowcase out of Marie's 
path. 

Josianne: "J'ai bien cherché celui-la et je préfére ne pas en 
chercher un autre." 

("I looked hard for this, and I prefer not to look for another.") 

Marie looked up, wiped away what tears were on her face, and 
laughed a little. "C'est bien que je ne me maquille pas. Si oui, je 
ressemblerais pour vrai a un clown." 

("It's a good thing I didn't apply any makeup, eh? If I had, I 
would really look like a clown.") 

Josianne looked at Marie sternly. "Ne le dis jamais en présence 
de ton pére." 

("Never say that in your father's presence.") 

Josianne then smiled and laughed, recalling how many times in 
the past she had innocently called Peter a clown. 

Marie laughed a little at that. At this point, any amount of 
laughter helped. 

"It's Jillianne, right?" asked Josianne. She had never had a good 
feeling about Jillianne. No matter how pleasant or convincing 
Jillianne was, Josianne had always had the impression that 
Jillianne’s smiles were insincere, the look in her eyes dishonest, 
her words and turns of phrase for good impressions rather than 
honest conversation. 

"Honesty is in the heart, never in appearances", thought 
Josianne of a passage she'd once read. 

Josianne had the gut feeling that Jillianne was fake but for 
Marie's sake tried to see the best in her and went along with 
things. She wanted to tell Marie not to get caught up in anything 
with Jillianne but felt that her daughter was old enough to make 


her own decisions, especially in matters of the heart. At this point 
in the saga, she wasn't about to lecture Marie on either love or 
mistakes — she had had a few of each recently. Such a lecture 
wouldn't help anyone at all. 

Marie knew her mother wanted to say something. There'd been 
non-verbal signs like this before. Marie knew she had some things 
to learn. Once learnt, she would have some things to do. Jillianne 
would never see her coming. 

Until then, she had to sort out her own feelings and regain some 
sense of who she'd been pre-Jillianne. That might take a few days. 


"Let me ask you something", said Ian, putting down his pint 
glass. 

"Go ahead", said Mylene, about to sip her drink. 

"Something personal." 

She stopped. "Just ask. No preface needed." 

Ian felt a certain comfort in Mylene saying that. He began to 
wonder why extra words and formalities were even needed. He 
also thought it was the coolest thing anyone had ever said to him. 

"Do you even think you'll get into a relationship again?" 

Mylene thought about it. "No." She shook her head. "No 
relationship, no disappointment." She paused and looked down at 
her boots. "Maybe. I dunno. I'm still trying to decide what's the 
disappointment: relationships, romance, or humanity in general. I 
guess once I figure out which it is, then I can deal with things 
accordingly. Why?" 

Ian smiled a little. "Just curious." 

"Curiosity is a good thing. It led me to you." 

"True." 

"And what about you, Ian? Once you've sorted out the 
confusion of your last relationship, what will your next 
relationship look like?" 

Ian bunched his lips. "I don't know. Right now, it's a question of 
whether or not I want to rush back into a relationship. So far, I 
don't. But if I had to look ahead, then I suppose my next 
relationship would probably be the opposite of what I had with 
Angéle: not judge-y, not petulant, not an air of pretension. And 


someone without so much unresolved relationship baggage. I 
guess." 

"I think that's more thought than I've ever given to the subject of 
a relationship." 

"It's possible that I'm at that stage in my life when I no longer 
want to tolerate certain things in relationships. Like, it was all fun 
when I was younger, but the novelty has worn off." 

"Sounds a little judge-y to me." 

Tan shook his head. "Is it? I wouldn't have thought that at all. I 
think there's someone out there for each of us. Like I say, it was 
fun for a time, being around those types. Okay, maybe those types 
are for others now. For now, I choose to leave the door closed. 
Whenever I open it again, that's when the future will be open, 
too." 

Mylene never thought that door would be open: She didn't want 
it open. "What if whichever type you prefer doesn't think it's them 
that you're talking about." 

Ian made a confused face. "I don't get it." 

"Okay, let's just say you meet someone and you like that person. 
And they say, 'I like XYZ in a person’, but upon hearing this, for 
whatever reason, you write yourself off, thinking, 'that can't be me 
he or she is talking about’. All the while, that person may be 
talking about you." 

"Or a perception of me." 

Mylene paused, feeling stunned. She felt that others only 
regarded her by how they perceived her, at least on the outside. 
Something compelled her to say the contrary. 

"That's possible", she said. "But while that person's leaving the 
door wide open because of that perception of you, you perceive 
the door to be completely closed to you because of your 
perception of yourself. It works both ways, too. It could be you 
setting the standards that others don't think they have, but you 
do." 

"It's tricky." 

"I'll say. On a better note, what if you have no standards and just 
accept what you feel about someone?" 

Ian smiled, brows knitting a bit. "What do you mean?" 


"Like, say you feel attracted to someone, and it goes beyond 
physical attraction, even beyond personality. There's just this 
inexplicable attraction. More than liking the person, more than 
wanting to be around that person, you feel so comfortable around 
that person that you can be yourself. It's like you should've been 
together but just had yet to meet. Listing off XYZ might be the 
mind's way of impeding the heart from where it wants to go, 
needs to go even." 

Ian continued smiling, thinking about this. What Mylene said, 
he felt that way around her, too. However, he didn't think that 
she'd felt that way around him. "I think it may be the mind's way 
of wanting to avoid a past error, maybe even a bad relationship." 

"Or even a bad ending to a good relationship." Myléne pursed 
her lips. "Maybe it's not the person who's problematic but instead 
the nature of the relationship. Like, maybe each of you wanted 
something different from your relationship? Could that be it?" 

Ian looked at Mylene. "It's possible. Actually, neither Angéle 
nor I broached the subject of what we, she, or I wanted in a 
relationship. We just went for each other and alea jacta est." 

"Alea...?" 

"Latin: 'The die is cast'. Come what may." 

"Hmm. So, back to my original question: If you were about to 
start a relationship, what would you want from it? And would it 
involve use of expressions in Latin?" 

"Heh heh. Only when either of us feels like it. Honestly? 
Honesty. Like, with oneself. If you can't be honest with yourself, 
who can you be honest with?" 

"Maybe honesty about why one is in a relationship?" 

Ian smiled and nodded. "Maybe both?" 

"Will that be one bill or two?" asked the waitress. 

Ian was about to say one but Mylene was faster: "Two, please." 

Tan smiled. 


Dana took the opportunity of a friends-free weekend to go 
shopping with Trish. 

She asked Trish curious questions: Which certain sunnies 
looked good on her; which was better in her hair, a mauve tint or 


just basic black; would she look better in a new dress or 
something from a frippery; and should that dress be floral, stripes, 
or basic, dark or medium. 

Trish began to feel like this was a bonding moment between 
them but thought Dana's questions were rather from out of 
nowhere. 


She noticed him scribbling wildly against the wall. Mylene 
wondered what it could be. 
Hello Mom and Dad. 
One can never say "if this didn't happen then that 
would've happened", because you don't know 
everything which might have happened. You might 
think something'd be good, but for all you know, it 
could've turned out horribly. You can't say "If only 
I'd..." because you could be wishing for anything. 
The point is, you'll never know. You've gone past. 
So there's no use thinking about it. Not at all. 
Lots of love, 
Tan. 

"What are you doing, if you don't mind me asking?" asked 
Mylene anyway. 

"I never mind you asking me anything", Ian said, looking at 
Mylene with a warm smile. "Answers on a postcard. More 
specifically, a postcard to my parents. I do it every time I venture 
outside of Montreal." 

"It looks like a nice postcard." 

"It always is. I always make sure to send them ones of only the 
nicest scenery", he said, softly yet pointedly annunciating each 
word, as he stuck a stamp on it. 

"Do they ever appreciate it?" 

"Why yes, I believe they do", he said, putting the postcard in the 
mailbox. 

Mylene wasn't sure about Ian's answer. She sensed a degree of 
insincerity to it all. 

"Shall we board?" he asked, pointing to the line-up for the 
gondola to Grand Manitou. 


Mylene looked at the short line, not wanting to wait while it was 
longer. "I think so. So." 

"So?" 

She smiled. "Heterosexual relationships." 

"I've been known to have a few", said Ian, smiling. "What about 
them?" 

Mylene smiled back. "Who should make the first move or take 
the lead? The man or the woman?" 

Ian thought about it for a few seconds. "Neither." 

"Neither?" 

"Yeh. Neither." 

Mylene looked at him, puzzled. 

He continued: "Why should anyone be obliged to make the first 
move or take the lead? Each as each wants." 

"I kind of figured that. My mom taught me to be fearless if I 
really wanted to approach someone, but my dad said I should wait 
until 'he' makes an effort." 

"Oh, like, if 'he' doesn't make an effort, he can't be all that 
serious?" 

"Essentially, yes." 

"Sounds a little like my dad, too. He always used to lecture me 
that I should make the first move or else don't bother. 'She'll never 
come to you first’, he used to say." 

"And your mom? What did she say?" 

"My mom is pretty reticent about voicing opinions on any 
matter, and this issue isn't an exception. Not sure why. Different 
generation, different morals maybe? Dunno." 

They boarded the aerial gondola. 

"It's possible my mom's parents didn't think like she did at like 
age, so what you said sounds plausible." 

"She did tell me one thing out of the blue once: I shouldn't be 
surprised if I attracted women who had no problem making the 
first move." 

"And have you?" 

"Not sure. Maybe. In one case, I might have acted as she was 
about to but I'm not sure. Actually, yes, now that I think of it, that 
has happened to me, but I like that philosophy better. It's very 


liberating to know that, as a man, I'm not socially obliged to be 
the one who starts things." 

"But you don't leave that to be shouldered by the woman?" 

"Nope. She can do it. I can do it. None of this 'Oh, she's too easy 
or loose’, or 'he can't be serious about her if she went for him 
first’. Such rubbish." 

"Oh, I agree 100%. I'm totally for preference. Obligation is out. 
It totally amazes me that there are still people who think they 
have to adhere to the old way, as if someone will punish them if 
they don't." 

"That's exactly it! Sure, there's still the risk of missed 
opportunities, but then again, when isn't there? And not everyone 
is meant for everyone else." 

"Do you ever think you'll meet the one that's meant for you?" 
"Could be that I already have, but I blew it. Or maybe I know 
her now but something has yet to arrive. Or maybe she's out there 
somewhere", he said, fanning his right hand out to the valley in 
front of him. There was an advantage to sitting with his back to 

the mountain. 

She turned around and looked behind her. She turned back to 
Ian and smiled. 

He looked at her curiously. "Why all the questions? And what 
do you think?" 

"Curiosity. And I don't think there's anyone out there for me, at 
least as long as I don't let anyone into my heart." 

Ian looked at her, concerned, and a little bit sadly. "Maybe I'm 
wrong, but I see someone who loves without reserve." 

She looked at him curiously, marvelling how Ian had gotten that 
right about her. 

"Maybe that makes it all the more difficult to bring someone in 
romantically? I don't know. It could be more my situation than 
yours that I'm talking about." 

Mylene smiled at Ian telling her this about himself. She thought 
that this also applied to her situation. "Marie once told me that an 
open heart is more easily hurt." 

Ian nodded in resignation. "I think she's right." He continued: 
"But love?" 


"That’s always there", she smiled warmly. Her eyes looked past 
Tan's head. "We're here." 

As they disembarked from the gondola, Ian looked around to get 
his bearings. They visited the facilities and refilled their water 
bottles. He pointed away from the lodge. 

"Over there is where we'll take ourselves!" said Ian. 

Their objective had been Johanssen Peak. There were plenty of 
ups and downs just getting there, not to mention lots of rocks and 
tree roots. It could be trippy, if one wasn't careful. 

"Mind-altering work of art", stated Ian. 

"What?" 

"Candid questions to while away the time hiking." 

Mylene had to really think about it. "I don't know." She stopped 
and thought about it for a second, not wanting to trip over 
anything. "Okay. Naqoyqatsi. You know? The film?" 

"Oh, I know it", said Ian, smiling. "I've seen all three Qatsi 
films." 

"Three? I thought there was just one." 

"I have the other two on DVD. I can lend you them sometime." 

"Only if you watch them with me." 

"Deal." 

"My turn. Favourite soup?" 

"Given the temp up top here, hot. Seriously, anything 
Vietnamese." 

"Nice!" 

"Okay, what should everyone shut up about?" 

"Too easy: Reality TV shows", Mylene said, matter-of-factly. 

Ian laughed. "Me, too. You'd think after 10 years they'd just 
stop." 

"No chance", said Myléne. "Would you like to hear my 
prediction?" 

"Go." 

"In the future, reality shows will have people doing incredible 
feats in different cities..." 

"...and almost kicking the crap out of each other, I think." 

"Hah! Good one! But would you watch it?" 

"Hell no! I'd read about it the next day. Somewhere. I think. So. 


Biggest turn-off?" 

"Oh, hell, where to start! Okay, one: Wrong order at a 
restaurant." 

"Yeah, that's a burn for me, too. Okay, so do you eat it or send it 
back?" 

"I was taught to send it back, but sometimes I get the chance to 
try something different by mistake." 

"Sometimes the best things arrive by mistake." 

Mylene smiled warmly at him. "For sure. Greatest fear?" 

Ian did a double-take on Mylene. "I'm not sure." He took a few 
more seconds to think about it. "Dying alone and forgotten." 

Mylene laughed. She quickly went sombre. "There's no reason 
you should ever die alone and forgotten." 

"All the more reason I should fear it!" Ian chuckled. "A winter 
down south or at a chalet up north?" 

"South for the weather, but north for the winter activities. As 
long as I can stay warm." 

Ian looked back briefly but his right foot caught a tree root. He 
quickly re-oriented himself. 

Mylene reached out instinctively, putting her arms on his 
shoulders, despite not needing to do so. 

He didn't flinch nor shy away. He exhaled noticeably, looked at 
Mylene, and exclaimed, "My saviour!" 

She laughed briefly before regaining her composure. "Will you 
live?" 

He nodded. "Shall we?" 

She arched her eyebrows up and smiled before asking, "Who's 
your dinner guest and what do you serve them?" 

"Living or dead?" 

"Either." 

Ian thought about it. "Jimi Hendrix. Voodoo Chilli." 

"Ooh, cle-ver!" 

"Ideal Christmas gift?" 

"Nothing. Nothing." She shook her head. "I don't want to be 
disappointed." 

"Nothing? Not even a tortoise? Because I hear those last a long 
time." 


Mylene laughed. "Would you get me a tortoise?" 

"Well, I..." Ian felt awkward yet couldn't help but smile. "Sure. 
I'd get you a tortoise. I wouldn't want you to be disappointed." 

She smiled. "I think we've reached the peak." 

"I'd like to stay here for a little while." 

"I was hoping to go farther." 

"I like where we are now." 

Mylene smiled. 


Joe and Dana took a long walk up Wellington into Trish's old 
neighbourhood of Pointe-Saint-Charles — "The Pointe" to 
longtime residents and cool-seekers alike. 

Joe was surprised. Dana usually preferred long walks with those 
more her own age. She hadn't walked any appreciable distance 
with Joe since she was very young. 

Dana stopped taking long walks with Joe around the time that 
Melissa and Brianne were ready to walk without fighting over 
who got to ride in the stroller whenever both of them became 
tired, which always seemed miraculously to be at the same time. 
Dana envied them their synchronicity and wished she had been 
born a twin. 

The leaves, fallen as usual and dried in the sun, crackled with 
each footfall. It was on a calmer part of Wellington where the 
traffic lights were more numerous and the highway trucks tended 
to take it slow. Less possibility of accidents that way. 

He showed her Building #7, where Grandpa Preece had worked 
while with the CNR. He told her that the whole area used to be 
devoted to railway equipment and a lot of it had recently been 
slated for casino development before locals put a stop to that. 

She recalled hearing Joe and Trish talk about the casino project 
not happening a few years ago but didn't pay much attention to 
the details at the time. Right now, she saw rundown industrial 
buildings with not a cat or a rat about them. 

"What do you think will happen to all this?" asked Dana. 

He reacted as if he'd been lost in the clouds. "I'm not sure. Radio 
silence for now. Someone's probably got some backroom deal 
going on, complete with brown envelopes and court injunctions." 


Her eyes went wide. She had no idea what that all meant. 

He laughed. "Nevermind. That building there, the one dad 
worked in, will probably sit derelict for another 10 years before 
anyone does anything with it." 

"I think, if someone has a good imagination, they can do pretty 
much anything with it." 

Joe looked at Dana curiously. 

"What?" asked Dana. 

"Joannie said that about something else, long ago. Sorry." 

"There's nothing to be sorry about. But while we're on the 
subject of mom,..." 

He sighed and then smiled. "What now?" 

She bombarded him with questions as they walked towards 
Maison St-Gabriel. She wanted to know about Joannie's 
behaviours and attitudes, how she walked, her movements both 
subtle and obvious, how she sat, how she looked at people, how 
she responded given certain lines of questioning. 

He found Dana's sudden burst of interest in all things Joannie 
more curious than any previous questioning of hers. He wondered 
why. 

"Oh, just trying to fill in knowledge gaps." 

Trish had already told him about her outing with Dana the other 
day. He wondered what was going on in Dana's head right now. 

She looked at him, smiled, and gave him a big hug. 


Water flow, lake-slow. Ian opted to keep his feet out of it. 

He wasn't sure what he would do with his feet in the water on an 
early October morning. He figured the water to be 10c at the 
most, hardly great for dipping feet in, unless one was into polar 
bear swims. He figured it wasn't cold enough to cramp foot 
muscles but decided not to test that assumption. 

He couldn't understand what had happened last night. Or why. 
He hadn't figured on getting so close to someone so soon. High 
winds forced the temperature into the unseasonably cool within a 
few hours, and the power outage hadn't helped matters much. 

What had happened next perplexed him. He only now realized 
how much of a breath of fresh air Mylene had been to him. Since 


putting the gang on hold, everyone he'd met at Bifteck had taken 
him as he was — no history, no tall tales, no folklore, just one 
anecdote at a time — and Mylene seemed the prime example of 
this. More than that, he really felt he could let his guard down 
around her. 

Still, he feared stepping out of line, losing control. 

He felt that last night may have been wrong or, at least, out of 
place. He declined to philosophize things internally, figuring it 
wouldn't make him understand things any better. 

A leaf slowly floated by; he flicked water at it a bit with his 
right hand, wondering why he did that and why he couldn't let it 
just be. He felt like a hypocrite. He just let it float on by, on the 
surface, much like he wanted to in his life. 

He understood how he felt last night about as much as he 
understood why Angele had broken up with him, and admittedly 
this was still lacking. He felt that Angéle wasn't comfortable with 
certain things he did, or, rather, things she hadn't been aware that 
he did, almost as if she had wanted him to be exactly as she knew 
him, frozen at a certain point in time. He decided that this was 
ludicrous and couldn't be the case. He figured Angele had to have 
been better than that. It did piss him off that she wasn't content 
with his then-forthcoming vacation overseas, but he still wasn't 
sure why this would have bothered her. 

"Tt wasn't as if we'd been planning to go away together and then 
I'd decided to go off on my own. In fact, the subject of just taking 
a vacation, mine or hers, had never come up while we were 
together, so it's all the more troubling." 

He began to wonder if all of his previous romantic partners had 
been as controlling as Angéle and, if so, whether this would 
change. 

This was an unwelcome doubt, not like what he'd had at 
university. 

In his past, Ian had sexually assaulted a woman. He hadn't 
intended to, and he wasn't sure that he had done anything wrong 
going into things, but he learned later of what he'd done. Charges 
were brought against him within the university but she dropped 
those charges for reasons not disclosed and before a decision was 


reached, much to Ian's bewilderment. He felt relieved but soon 
after felt enough regret over what had happened that any time 
thereafter, whenever he heard the word "no", he backed off. 

By the beginning of second year, Ian had developed a full- 
blown drinking problem, not one which could render him 
alcoholic but bad enough that he started missing classes and his 
friends had to force an intervention to get him to slow it all down 
before he went too far. From then on, he watched his alcohol 
intake, as well as urges. 

The word "no" had been going through his head while he and 
Mylene cuddled in the same bed. Hydro Quebec types worked 
through the early night to restore the power which fed the room's 
heater and kept it from falling to outside temperatures. Toward 
whom Ian thought "no" was open to internal debate: Mylene, 
himself, or both. There was a time before second year at 
university when Ian would've jumped at the opportunity to have 
consenting sex with an attractive woman. 

But he was not likely to try anything with Mylene. He was 
beginning to feel that everything romantic he wanted to do was 
likely to blow up in his face. He had gotten over Angéle, and he 
was less confused about what happened within and without. But 
Angéle wasn't the only person he'd been with recently. One such 
blow-up involved a brief overseas romantic liaison with someone 
in Llandudno which had later gone awry online in what should've 
been a straightforward follow-up. 

"That jasmine flower grew some thorns", he thought, ruefully, 
woefully, of Mali. 

He took all this as a sign to slow down. 

He still wasn't sure what the deal was between him and Mylene. 
Whatever he felt, he found this extraordinary. He wondered 
perhaps caustically how whatever this was could possibly be 
improved by it being a relationship or anything else which might 
come from that. He knew it felt good to be around her but 
wondered would he know her in some capacity for the rest of his 
life or would he even know her a year from now. 


He wished she could be here with him right now. 
3 2 ok 2 2k 2 


Myléne wasn't sure how she felt about Ian. 

She'd convinced him to clamber into bed with her last night. He 
brought his own quilt and covered them both while she lay under 
her own quilt. His body heat even through her own quilt was a 
welcome comfort in keeping out the fresh autumn chill. Even 
after he'd shut the window and then discovered they had no 
electricity, hence no heating, it was still rather cold for Myléne's 
liking. Ian didn't seem to mind the lower temperature but Myléne 
still hadn't quite re-adjusted to falls and winters of her birth- 
province. 

He hadn't been creepy or feel-y about this situation in her 
estimation, except one time to which she casually said "no" and 
he backed off. 

"Still the boy-scout I met a few weeks ago", thought Mylene, 
getting dressed and curious as to where Ian had gone. 

She knew she was drawn to him and had been since first 
meeting. She couldn't quite imagine her life without him in some 
capacity, in which she couldn't say, but she also didn't know just 
how long he'd stay around her. Since age 11, much of her life had 
been in the temporary, in one place or another, never too long 
around anyone. Her two years while at Cégep in Sherbrooke had 
been a record for her. 

Cégep. That was where she'd met the subject of her first and, to 
date, the only, relationship. In all fairness, Jillianne had nudged 
her in the right direction, and for that, she could be thankful and 
decided that she wasn't going to wait for him to make the first 
move. It was how this relationship had ended that Mylene decided 
she was never going to let anyone into her life in that fashion 
again. 

"I'm not responsible for his attitude problem." 

How Ian managed to leave the room so quietly was 
disconcerting to her. She never did like it when people snuck out 
and left her behind. She was reminded of how her one and only 
beau to date had exited her life. 

And like that beau, Ian made her feel comfortable enough to 
drop any facade and just be herself. Upon reflection, she 
conceded that she may have done this to herself but then settled 


upon it being a mutual thing. Less blame to shoulder for either 
concerned. 

She had to admit that Ian made her laugh and think like no one 
else. Not even being around Marie and Dana put her so at ease, in 
such good humour. She feared she might lose her head in his 
world and not find her way out. Yet, a part of her liked that. 

But Ian stirred something inside her. She searched everywhere 
else within to discover what it was. She felt comfortable around 
him in ways she could not yet fathom. Something about him — 
maybe that something was him — put her at ease both with him 
and with herself. There was also this rugged, learned, sometimes 
jokey manner about him that appealed to Mylene in a way that 
could not be put into more precise words. 

"Take me as I am but allow yourself to be pleasantly surprised." 

These were the words of her ex. She now felt that these words 
applied to Ian. 

On her way out to look for Ian, she ran into the same woman 
who she'd seen before in front of her place over a month ago, 
dropping off Brendan and his effects. 

"If you're looking for your guy, he said something about going 
in the direction of the lake. Maybe you'll find him there", said the 
woman. 

"Ah, oh, thank you", said Mylene, looking a little awkward. 

"I wasn't sure if he was your boyfriend or your husband or 
something in between. I figured 'guy' was the best word", said the 
woman. 

"It's okay. Thanks", said Mylene. She no longer cared about 
correcting anyone regarding her status with Ian. She wanted to 
know that he was okay. 

Ian smiled thinking about Mylene. To him, there was a pleasant, 
curious, graceful beauty about her, one which someone could only 
discover if they stopped looking at the surface. He was afraid that 
a lot of people looked at her in just that sort of way: on the 
surface. He likened this attitude to blue seas sparkling from 
sunset: All lovely on the top, but under all that the tranquillity of 
slow-moving and swaying beautiful world unto itself. 

He thought once more about Angéle. He could no longer assume 


total fault in their breaking up. He could only concede that he was 
partially at fault. He believed in the distribution of all things, 
especially when it wasn't him with the attitude problem. 

Another leaf drifted lake-slow. He focussed on that. He felt truly 
calm for the first time in a long time. 

His heart jumped when he felt a hand on his shoulder. 

Mylene looked at him and smiled. 

Ian, already sitting, returned the sentiment. 

She had a wicked inclination to push him in the water for 
sneaking out on her like that but then looked at the lake and 
thought she had no right to disturb its calm. That, and the water 
looked a bit too cool by her reckoning. Instead, she sat next to 
him. 

He wanted her to put her arm around him and tell him 
everything was going to be alright but realized that there was no 
need for any of that. Being around her made him not want to 
understand much or to question anything, accepting the flow of 
things, leaf-like on lake-flow. 


Joe had once considered himself as someone who tended to 
follow the pack and do what everyone else was doing. 

He used to be the sort who believed you had to scrub your head 
thoroughly while using anti-dandruff shampoo to make sure the 
dandruff stayed away, as if it were an invading species rather than 
merely skin flakes from one's scalp, usually caused by harsh 
shampoos or washing one's hair too often, all to get rid of that 
"greasy look". 

He was also prone to belief in advertising and whatever it said. 
It was perhaps something that made him think he was a good fit 
for a publicity firm, his first job post-university. It wasn't what 
he'd studied at university, but he knew a guy who knew a guy who 
worked for a firm which was hiring. Money from that job helped 
him secure where he presently lived. 

But Joe wasn't ultimately cut out for the ever-changing nature of 
advertising and eventually opted for the comparatively slower 
pace of insurance claims adjustment — one year of studies at 
Cégep got him into this field. It also got him a better reputation, 


one that he used, along with his connections, to help one of his 
brothers-in-law with getting work stabler than being a DJ. 

At work, Joe was unassuming except whenever younger people 
needed some advice from an older person, and Joe was getting 
older in the profession. He started to wonder if he should look at 
another career before he got too old to learn anything new. 

He knew it was all nonsense, propagated by social belief, that 
one stopped learning after a certain age. His father learned how to 
make wine and brew beer after his retirement and even dabbled in 
cheesemaking for a spell. Joe had inherited his father's sense of 
curiosity and had enough of it to keep exploring new avenues for 
a while yet. 

For now, his job allowed him to make all sorts of improvements 
to his place. This also got him praise from his tenants. He could 
only smile. 

It was perhaps because of this seemingly modest attitude that 
people while he was in university figured him to be the "nice 
guy". For some, this meant he was a "pushover". This was the 
case in university where one person in particular periodically got 
on Joe's nerves, usually trying, and failing, to get a rise out of Joe. 
Rob in particular felt threatened by Joe's modest demeanour, 
usually in the presence of a good-looking woman. Sometimes, 
that good-looking woman was Dana's mom Joannie or Marie's 
mom Josianne. At times, a hanger-on might've thought that Rob 
was in a relationship with every woman at the table by the way he 
carried on around Joe. Every woman except Myléne's mom 
Mélanie, who could never be impressed with Rob's insecurity, 
made manifest in his charismatic bluster. 

The only male at the table who wasn't impressed with Rob was 
Charles. Charles seemed to appreciate Joe's modesty, one day 
noting that it was more "quiet strength" than anything else. 
Charles always seemed to know more than he let on. Joe knew 
this and appreciated this in him. 

In the present, Joe wondered would Charles ever respond to the 
emails sent to him. 

"Probably building another big project, knowing him", thought 
Joe. 


Still, Joe wouldn't have minded having Charles' sense around to 
tell him that what Joe was about to do was a Grade-A mistake, 
that somehow Joe would never be able to live it down, even if he 
was never caught, and even if it was the right thing to do. 

On some level, Dana had been on Joe's case recently about Rob 
— more precisely, visiting him. 

Again. 

Joe had thought the matter put to rest in Dana's last year of 
secondary school, with her first and last disappointment with her 
bio-dad. He figured that her recent trip to Ottawa with Adam had 
reset her curiosity to pre-disappointment levels, but he couldn't be 
sure of what in all that was the cause. 

He'd talked to Trish about it, but she reminded him of his words 
the last time Dana had pursued her curiosity: "She'll have to know 
one day". Joe and Trish had no problem remembering other 
people's words, but for Joe, it could be inconvenient at times 
when it was his own. 

He figured there was no real way out of all this. Trish was right: 
Dana would have to know. 

He knew that having Rob over on his own would never do. Joe 
had enough animosity toward Rob that Rob could never be 
welcomed into Joe's house again, no matter the reason, and even 
if Dana insisted. Even the one time recently when Rob stayed 
mainly in the backyard for a get-together barbecue and wasn't as 
intense as in the past, he tested Joe's patience. Rob had mostly 
behaved himself and hadn't really said a lot that evening, but he 
had this strange look on his face which Joe found off-putting. 

An additional problem arose when Joe had to wonder how much 
repressed anger Dana had inside her, but anger over what Joe 
couldn't rightly tell. Was it over her mom taking her own life? Or 
maybe Rob abandoning Joannie? Or maybe Rob being a dick to 
everyone about everything? Joe thought about that last point. 

"Probably not. Dana doesn't know that much about Rob. At 
least, I don't think she does. I've never told her." 

His sense of things told him that Dana shouldn't bother with 
Rob in the slightest. He was opposed to her visiting him a few 
years ago and didn't think much of her revisiting this idea now. 


Yet, he couldn't help but think that what Dana wanted to do was 
right. It still troubled him. He wished Charles was here. 


They didn't say much the whole evening. Words seemed 
unnecessary. 

They did smile a lot, mainly at each other. 

Ian wasn't his usual competitive self but did feel he had to keep 
up a pretense of it. 

Mylene wasn't her usual competitive self but did feel she had to 
keep up a pretense of it. 

He smiled every time she got a good score. 

She smiled every time he got a good score. 

Several games and beers later, they were walking down the 
street to Saint-Laurent metro, sometimes talking, sometimes 
laughing, mostly smiling. The Scrabble tiles rattled in their box 
the whole time. They didn't care. 

A part of him wanted her to take him by the hand and give him a 
non-verbal sign, saying “move on". He would've settled for them 
walking arm in arm. 

A part of her wanted him to take her by the hand and give her a 
non-verbal sign, saying "snap out of it". She would've settled for 
them walking arm in arm. 

A short ways on, they locked arms as they walked. 

Time leapt forward pleasantly. They arrived at this metro 
station's one and only entrance. Hugs, long and tight, and between 
those, smiles but few words. This metro station was their division 
point, with him going northeast and her southwest. 

As she travelled in the direction of Angrignon, she thought, "/f 
only I could snap out of it." 

As he travelled in the direction of Honoré-Beaugrand, he 
thought, "Zfonly I could move on." 


Marie had given thought to swinging by Jillianne's workplace, if 
only to bother her non-verbally. She recalled dropping by this 
place every time they decided to meet up before going back to 
either Jillianne's apartment or Marie's place. She recalled 
dropping by while Jillianne said she was busy, either while 


Jillianne was still on shift or when by some strange thing Jillianne 
just happened not to be on shift when she said she would be. She 
still recalled Jillianne's words from the last message she received 
from her: "I'll call you soon, I promise". The silence between 
"soon" and Jillianne's post had been too long. That "soon" 
heralded the call that never came. Jillianne's post signalled the 
end of all love between them. 

For all she knew, Jillianne no longer worked at this place, but 
Marie preferred to keep the idle speculation to a minimum. 

The more she thought about passing by Jillianne's workplace, 
even to borderline harass her, the more painful it became. There 
was also the idea that Jillianne could accuse Marie of stalking her. 
Marie recalled Jillianne's words about Marie's alleged mental 
state. That aside, she couldn't quite understand why this pain still 
lingered. 

She thought that one reason for it might be the changes that 
Jillianne had made to her Facebook profile, subtle to most other 
people, but not to Marie. 

Every event they'd been to; every author, singer, actor that 
Marie liked; and even every group Marie liked — all gone from 
Jillianne's profile. 

Even the food they'd made together — vegan cooking, at 
Jillianne's insistence — and photographed. Gone. 

On Marie's profile, previously tagged items were now 
"Attachment Unavailable". 

They remained Facebook friends, although Marie couldn't be 
sure why she was still keeping Jillianne around given the 
circumstances, and vice-versa, since Marie was now persona non 
grata to Jillianne and whichever of her entourage believed her. 

Romantically speaking, Marie was quite single, and it still ached 
beyond words. 

In a quieter moment, she decided, standing still, off to the side 
of passers-by on the sidewalk, she needed to be away from every 
place she could associate with Jillianne. She needed that distance 
for now. She needed fresh eyes to see these places better at some 
future point. 

To this, there were going to be exceptions: her own place; 


Jillianne's apartment; Bifteck; Santropol; Jillianne's workplace; 
and the nightclub where she and Jillianne had decided to go home 
together the first time. 

She ambled along the sidewalk, "SloMo People" playing on her 
MP3 — a recommendation from Mylene following her weekend 
with Ian, a weekend Mylene seemed happy to have had, but a 
weekend that should also have been Marie and Jillianne's. She 
wondered what it could have been like, knowing how happy she'd 
been with Jillianne, had they gone away for the weekend, for that 
weekend. 

Every person who Marie passed seemed so happy right now, 
even those who seemed in a hurry. She couldn't understand why 
people were happy, to any degree. She couldn't understand how 
happiness could exist when there was so much misery and 
confusion in the world, in her world. 

The sky was blue, save for the passing of a puff-cloud. She 
thought of how many of these together could make rain. She 
wished that cloud would go away and stop worsening her mood. 

She wondered what she could've done that Jillianne decided 
things were over between them. She began to feel she was at fault 
for what had happened to their relationship. She wondered what 
made Jillianne lie to everyone, especially on social media, saying 
that there'd been no relationship. Marie felt that Jillianne had lied 
to everyone. 

"Then again, I'm not sure who everyone is where she's 
concerned. And if there was no relationship, then why all the 
previous activity? The outings? The emails? The promises?" 

The more Marie thought about it, the more she felt that it really 
was her fault that things had soured between her and Jillianne. 
Maybe she'd come on too strong. Maybe things went too fast. 
Maybe things were too intense. Maybe there were expectations, 
even though Marie had imposed nothing on Jillianne nor had she 
even hinted at anything. Or maybe she hadn't been serious enough 
in Jillianne's eyes. Maybe Jillianne needed to hear Marie's 
intentions but didn't. 

Marie didn't know what she'd done but she uncharacteristically 
doubted herself and enough that she couldn't suspect anything 


amiss about Jillianne and lay blame at her feet. 

She looked in on one store window, reading the sort of titles of 
French-language books they had on display: environmentalism, 
marxism, feminism, anti-capitalism, sexuality. She got lost in 
thoughts of what else could be inside both the books and the 
store. Ata moment, she turned to resume her ambling but bumped 
softly into some guy who apologized profusely. She did likewise 
but he assured her that it wasn't her fault and then said "bye". 

She slowly smiled as he walked away. She looked down and 
then back when he'd been but didn't see him. She wasn't sure 
where he'd gone, where he'd ducked into. 

"Tt wasn't your fault." 

His words remained in her head, ringing. He didn't have a 
particularly strong, convincing, or captivating voice. There was 
nothing about his voice that could have possibly gotten her 
attention. She wasn't sure why his words, now echoing, should 
stay with her. There wasn't anything remarkable to her in either 
his appearance or his comportment that made her want to latch 
onto his words, now less echo, more mantra. She wasn't sure 
about the why of this either. She was sure that she was now less in 
pity-party mode than she'd been before but was still unsure of 
herself where Jillianne was concerned. 

"Tt wasn't your fault." 

The whole time she was in class, this simple sentence, 
incomprehensible to her in its significance, occupied her thoughts 
concurrent with what she was supposed to be listening to and 
taking notes on. Her thoughts alternated between the physical 
nature of her lecture and the psycho-philosophical nature of her 
present personal quandary. Part of that psychology pertained to 
her lessening sadness and increasing indignation-bordering-on- 
anger, something Jillianne would've referred to as "passive- 
aggressive", if only she'd had the chance to say it around Marie. 
Marie hoped to keep that feeling of indignation for a long while. 
She preferred to avoid doing anything which would get her 
labelled as "aggressive". 

"Even being merely ‘assertive' or 'forthright' gets you the aggro- 
tag." 


She tried to keep her thoughts on the lecture. She looked at her 
cellphone: 17 minutes left. Even if she were to leave quietly, she'd 
still be noticed by her classmates — the lecturing prof was aloof 
via one-way video conference. She donned her old specs, leaving 
the contacts at home and hoping for some Kara Danvers disguise. 
No joy. She had made it a point of standing out in a crowd. 
Glasses or no, her classmates would certainly notice her leaving. 

"Note to self: Get new hairstyle." 

Fifteen minutes to go. 

"Tt wasn't your fault." 

She started to feel alone again. She never disliked her "me 
time", whether she'd scheduled it herself or she'd been left to her 
own devices and decided to make the best of things. This was 
different. It was perhaps less the idea of being alone than it was 
the perception of being abandoned or something veering towards 
that. Not intentional abandonment, although in the case of 
Jillianne, Marie could be forgiven for thinking so; more like 
everyone else had something on the go or somewhere else to be 
and didn't have the time to be with Marie, or at least Marie was 
starting to feel this was the case. 

"Not abandonment. Who would want to abandon me?" 

She paused on that and took some more notes, something about 
heart valves or the aorta, something she'd have to confirm later or 
risk flunking med school in second year. 

"Jillianne did." 

Five minutes to go. 

"Tt. Was. Not. Your. Fault!" 

Again, this thought. More assertive — a mental electroshock. 
Marie decided not to let her pending anger become the driver 
while on this particular road. She was now no longer convinced 
that she'd done anything wrong, although she wouldn't rule out 
the possibility of it; rather, she now felt that the blame lay at 
Jillianne's feet, although she wasn't sure how or why. She decided 
she was no longer going to let all this get her down. She was firm 
in staying focused on her studies, sticking with her friends no 
matter where they were or what they were doing, and finding out 
as much as she could about who Jillianne really was, what was 


this game she played with Marie, and if she played everyone. 
Marie decided to do this quietly, rather like she used to whenever 
she set up someone for a practical joke. 

"T was rather cruel then, but those were fun times." 

Marie thought about it a bit more. She wondered if she'd left 
some fun behind in changing that part of her personality. Her 
parents, deciding to agree on something for the first time in a long 
time, each told her that her practical-joker side could lead to her 
becoming a "mean teen". Marie didn't want that and certainly felt 
that being so would not have been worth the time in prison. She'd 
read a story of a "mean teen" who'd put a cigarette out on 
someone's forehead, then spat on her, then beat her to near-death 
state, before deciding that drowning her was a great idea — "Sick 
fun for a decidedly sick mind", Marie had decided back then. 
She'd decided not to amble down that road. 

At this point, she wondered if she should change fields of study 
and go into psychology instead of medicine but then thought 
better of it. However, this didn't prevent her from briefly delving 
into that discipline when trying to figure out Jillianne. Marie was 
just another blade of grass on Jillianne's ever-expanding lawn. 

Class dismissed. 

She thought about the guy she had run into earlier in the day, the 
one who said it wasn't her fault. She wondered would she run into 
him again. 


"So glad you could come visit me! What took you so long?" 

Laura had been on Jan's case about visiting her up in Burlington 
ever since she received his last postcard from Wales. There were 
still colours in Vermont at this time of year, and Ian felt he could 
never get enough of those. As for Laura's company, no matter the 
form it took, he could never get enough of that either. They'd been 
tight for a long time. 

But the events of the last year or so of Ian's life had seen him be 
nowhere near Laura nor even in proximity to Burlington. He 
wasn't about to go on blaming Angéle or his parents or his old 
gang or Mylene for any of this. He had made those choices with 
no regrets and was now happy to be with her again, if only for 


this weekend. 

He wondered if his desire to be around Laura this time was 
merely to make up for his absence from her life or to wax 
nostalgic. Being around her saw him fall back into old, familiar 
patterns, and this wasn't entirely a bad thing. 

They'd always had this agreement between them that they 
wouldn't veer romantic if either one of them was already in a 
relationship. Right now, this wasn't the case. In fact, after 
spending a wonderful weekend with Mylene, Ian felt he was 
almost out of the woods regarding his previous relationship. 
Laura was on the rebound from someone else and looking 
forward to seeing Ian again — that, and it had been too long. 

Prior to leaving Montreal, Bert warned Ian not to get too serious 
where Laura was concerned, only to have Ian tell him that the 
"serious" had already happened back in university and there was 
probably no chance of anything other than friendship being 
serious between Laura and Ian. He left Bert confused as to what 
to make of this younger generation of soon-to-be middle-agers. 

"I know you aren't with Angéle anymore", continued Laura. 
"Otherwise this weekend would be quite boring for me." 

Ian noticed Laura smiling widely and arching her eyebrows up 
and down. For some reason, he thought it not prudent to mention 
Mylene at this point. The next morning, Laura brought up the 
subject of Myléne due to her absence in Jan's comments. 

"So? Those photos you were tagged in from last weekend? You 
haven't mentioned the Asian hottie you were with? What gives? I 
thought you said you were single. I wouldn't want to break our 
agreement." 

Laura had done most of the talking on their first evening 
together. Ian had said some things but only as updates and when 
Laura asked him. By next morning, she told him to stop being so 
taciturn and just talk, that it wasn't like him to be like that. 

Somewhat resigned, Ian looked at her, exhaling a bit. "I'm not 
really clear on her background. I haven't bothered to ask. And it 
may not be important right now. Or ever. I don't know. At any 
rate, I can assure you that's not why I was with her. And I'm still 
single. We're just close friends." 


Laura grinned mischievously. "Okay, be that way. Are you sure 
you're not over Angele?" 

"I like to think I am." 

"And what's it with you and women who have accent graves in 
their first names? Angéle? Mylene? Who next? Genevieve? 
Michele?" 

"You don't have one in your first name." 

She looked at him with fake sultry eyes, puckered her lips a bit, 
and shook her head slightly. "I'm so exceptional." 

They both laughed. 

"Seriously?" she continued. "Are you and Mylene...?" 

"She doesn't believe in relationships anymore, so end of story." 

Laura nodded, a little shocked at Ian's brusqueness. "Okay. Just 
curious." 

"Besides, she's, like, 20? And I'm 36. Not sure about her age. I 
never bothered to ask her. But I know she's in second-year 
university, so even if I were ready for a relationship again, I'm a 
bit old for her." Ian looked down at the ground. 

"Pfft! What's age difference between a couple these days? 
Especially where you are in Quebec. As long as it's love for all the 
right reasons, mutual, and over the age of majority, then I don't 
see a problem." 

"Different generation, different values. Whatever. I'm not 
ready." 

While Ian was showering, Laura looked out of her living room 
window and onto Lake Champlain. Somewhere across it lay the 
man she'd just put behind her. Two months of passion followed by 
two years of bitterness and acrimony. He'd wanted to move in 
with her, but she'd kept that part of her life at a distance. It turned 
out to be the best thing to do in retrospect. All the while, she'd 
wondered where Ian had gotten to but later recalled that he'd been 
busy. In the month that followed her breakup, she'd put parts of 
her life in perspective, wondering if where she lived now was too 
small and that maybe she ought to be somewhere else, climbing 
bigger mountains. 

"You're in your head again", said Ian, coming out of the 
bathroom. 


"You know, the most important thing is whether or not you're 
ready for another relationship yet. If yes, everything else will 
become apparent after that." 

Ian was a little taken aback by Laura's sudden advice. "I guess. 
Are we talking about me or you?" 

"Yes. So, when two people spend the weekend together at 
Tremblant, is that not serious? Like, something couples would do. 
Maybe even close friends." 

"Like us?" asked Ian, smiling. 

"Yeah, any time, buster. At least we have a history. You've only 
known Mylene for how long now?" 

"Since after Labour Day. And I don't know what I was thinking. 
Originally, I just wanted to hike and walk and see some fall 
colours. And it's not like any of the 'gang-on-hold' ever wanted to 
do things like that anyway. Well, one, Donna, who suggested that 
she & I go hiking together in Gatineau Park." 

"That sounds like something." 

"When I later suggested a weekend day to go, Donna turned 
around and suggested some hiking groups which I could join." 

"What?" 

"Yeah, it was like she forgot she'd ever suggested going together 
in the first place." 

"Wow. That was pretty douche-y of her. Did she ever suggest 
anything else?" 

"Yeah. Once. But I forget what it was. I think I just pretended to 
hear her and shelved her suggestion somewhere in the back of my 
mind." 

Laura laughed a little. "Maybe the brain stem?" 

"Something like that." 

"You've just reminded me why I never go down there and meet 
up with Cees and company. Too many headcases. Cees attracts 
them all." 

Ian couldn't help but agree with Laura. "That's pretty cruel, don't 
ya think?" 

Laura thought about it for two seconds. "Nope." 

Ian laughed a little. "In any case, it's not like any of those types 
were ever really interested in the great outdoors in any way." 


"Nah. They're more the urban types to the core." 

"City splitches, as someone I met in Ireland would've called 
them." 

"Heh. You didn't mention meeting anyone in the postcard you 
sent me. Lovely postcard, by the way." 

"Thanks. It was nothing serious. Just a one-off." 

"The postcard, or someone?" 

"Yes. Fresh air?" 

She smiled and nodded. 

"So what do Cees and gang think of Mylene?" 

"Heh. They don't even know about her. Different bar, different 
crowd. I doubt I'd care what any of them think in this matter. My 
life is my own." 

Laura smiled wryly as they walked past the ECHO Leahy 
Center along the Island Line Rail Trail. "So, did you sleep 
together?" 

"Mmyeah, in the same room at least." 

Laura laughed. "You know what I mean." 

Ian sighed. "No. Not unless you count spooning during a power 
blackout as 'sleeping together’, then sure." 

"Power blackout?" Laura said while laughing. "I'm surprised 
you didn't make babies at that point." 

Ian stopped smiling. He looked down to the ground. 

"Um, yeah, well, did she at least like what you like doing on 
those sorts of trips?" 

Ian looked up and smiled again. "Yeah. She did. Hiking, 
cycling, sightseeing, and even a bit of mountain climbing. We 
even played crib for one rainy-afternoon hour." 

"Ooh, I have competition in that department?" 

"Oh no. No competition for you there." 

"Why not?" 

"She hasn't beaten me yet.” 

"She'd better not. I hold that title." 

Ian laughed. "You, and two others." 

"Lyne and Annie?" 

"Yup. Them." 

"Tony should've never shown Lyne how to play. She's a sponge 


like that. Haven't heard about them in a while. Didn't you spend 
time with Annie at Tremblant?" 

"Yup. First year." 

"And before she went off and joined some artistic collective at 
university, right? And now I hear she owns her own café 
somewhere outside of Montreal." 

"You know a lot." 

"I'm all-knowing, don't you know? I see things with my magic 
eye. I've even given it a name." 

Tan chuckled. "And what might that name be?" 

"Facebook. Maybe you've heard of it?" 

Ian laughed. "Yes, but I think that name's been copyrighted. 
Even so, I don't use it to follow people I haven't seen in years." 

"Younger people now call what I do 'stalking'. Can you believe 
it?" 

Ian scrunched up his face. "What a stupid use of the word! It 
sounds like the person who coined that has never truly been 
stalked in his or her life. Whoever it is should go find a 
dictionary." 

"And then learn to read one. Speaking of finding, it looks like 
you've found a good friend in Myléne." 

"Did I mention she likes scrabble, too?" 

"Jesus! Ask for her hand in marriage already! She's the perfect 
match for you!" 

Ian laughed but could only manage an "Ah!" 

Laura slowed down a bit. "Maybe you should get beyond 
Angéle first." 

Ian smiled. "It's a bit too soon." 

"For getting beyond Angéle, or getting married?" 

"Maybe. And yes. Besides, you know my opinion on marriage." 

Laura winced. "Yeah, I do." 

As they walked along the lakeshore, Laura casually mentioned 
that she knew about Cees and the gang and whatever speculations 
they'd posted about Ian and his whereabouts, but she held out 
until she heard Ian's version of events and in full detail. 

Ian wasn't aware that his life had become the subject of such 
discussion while absent but said that he bore no ill will to them. 


But he did say he was getting tired of certain tendencies. And he 
began to feel like things were getting toxic, especially with 
Angéle still being in their picture. He felt he needed to be 
somewhere else, with other people, anyone else. He also got the 
feeling that Cees was stuck, politically-speaking, in another era 
around which everything else revolved or was compared. Even 
though Ian had largely packed it in politically not long ago, he 
still felt that Cees was going about things all wrong. 

Laura asked Ian what was the context and what he would do 
were he in charge. 

Ian said, if it had been him, he would have relied less on a mass 
of untrained and well-intentioned but generally clued-out 
volunteers, such as what Cees said had to happen, and 
concentrated on building up a base between campaigns, training 
every new volunteer as well as one can. 

"Better 50 people well-trained than 5,000 ill-trained", said Ian. 
"In any case, and at the risk of sounding quite mean, Cees is the 
one who's too busy reminiscing from the bottom of a bottle to see 
the bigger picture, the current picture." 

"He's troubled", said Laura. 

Ian looked at her, surprised. 

"I got that the last time I was around him", she continued. "His 
past is weighing him down. But what can you do? You can put the 
truth in plain sight but he can always just ignore it. And you can't 
force him to accept help. A man has to want to be helped." 

"My Grandma Violette often says that", said Jan. 

Laura smiled. "Sound logic. And in my estimation, Cees will 
probably have to see the logic of that soon." 

"Why do you say that?" 

"You know when you get a gut feeling about someone? Well, I 
got one about him the last time I saw him. And do you know what 
I felt?" 

Ian thought about it for two seconds but then shook his head. 
"What?" 

Laura exhaled. "One day, and not so far off from now, Cees will 
be old before his time, bitter, and mostly friendless. What few 
friends will still be around for him won't be the ones he'll want to 


see." She looked at Ian. "I know that look on your face. Don't you 
dare feel sorry for yourself. You didn't cause any of this." 

Ian smiled and then shrugged his shoulders. "I dunno. Maybe 
things could've been different for him." 

"I didn't say you shouldn't feel sorry for Cees." 

Ian figured to check out Cees again but wasn't sure when. His 
thoughts of returning to Montreal centred more around the Bif 
crowd in general and Mylene in particular. 

"How is Violette doing by the way?" asked Laura. 

They walked farther along the waterfront path, Ian recounting 
his last visit to his grandmother. They came to a beach north of 
downtown. 

"Remember before this got expanded and became a public 
beach?" asked Laura. "It was our little beach. In fact, I remember, 
right there, we..." 

Ian laughed. "Yeah, I remember. I'm surprised no one saw us." 

"I'm happy no one saw us", said Laura, putting her arms around 
and pressing up against him. She smiled, looking down toward his 
crotch, then looking up again. "Hmm, what's this?" 

"I think you know what it is." 

"SOc" 

"Are you kidding me?" 

"What? There's no one here." 

"We're on a wide-open beach." 

"Yeah, late days after the tourists have left. It's like walk-your- 
dog-and-play-fetch weather." 

"We're gonna get sand in our drawers." 

"Oh, you're such a whiner", said Laura, laughing. 


Dana was ice-cold. She had to be. 

Joe had held out for a while, saying he'd come up with a number 
for Rob soon, but Dana admitted that Marie had been quicker than 
him. Joe was perplexed as to how all that came together but 
figured to let the matter drop for now. Joe knew that Dana had a 
plan and, after the initial anxiety had passed, he felt quite happy 
to help. 

She called Rob from her cellphone, posing as Joannie, saying 


her cellphone was under repair and she was using a friend's. Joe 
had helped her with intonations and phrases her mom was fond of 
using, as well as the subjects associated with them. She practised 
these intensely before calling Rob. Once the call finished, the 
date/time/place had been set like a snare. She picked out big 
sunglasses like Joannie had occasionally worn, according to Joe, 
and nothing too modern in design. Trish helped colour Dana's hair 
a bit to partially resemble what Joannie might have looked like, 
had she lived to see 2008. And Joe was able to advise Dana on 
what kind of clothes Joannie wore back then, although Trish told 
him Joannie would've likely gone with some new styles. Dana 
decided to wing it. No matter what, she was going to fool Rob. 

Joe and Trish looked at each other concerned yet in a certain 
sense relieved. They now knew why Dana had asked so many 
questions about Joannie. 

Dana made sure to arrive ahead of schedule. She wanted to be 
calm and ready. Of course, there was the little matter of Dana 
having inherited something of Rob's height, making her, 
according to Joe, a good four inches taller than Joannie at like 
age. Dana had to make sure she was sitting down with legs 
partially back-crossed under her chair. She hoped she didn't have 
to visit the facilities at any time during the meet-up. 

Rob showed up a few minutes late and appeared both happy and 
surprised somehow upon seeing her. He gestured to hug her but 
she stayed seated, preferring to shake hands with him instead. He 
felt she was being a tad cold. 

Dana got a good look at the man who'd impregnated her mom. 
Sunglasses as a defence, she wasn't about to lower or remove 
them. She didn't want her eyes to betray her. She noticed things 
about Rob: his charming smile; his dark-blue eyes; the strong way 
he looked at people; his easy-going manner; no hair on his head, 
save for a dark outline of what could've grown, had he not shaved 
it off; smart casual attire. She could see within a minute why her 
mom had been so attracted to him. Even Dana found him 
attractive. 

Joe spoke to her like a being on her shoulder — whether he was 
angel or devil, she wasn't quite sure at the moment. 


"Don't be fooled by his looks or even how he looks at you." 

She became stoic on the inside but remained unchanged on the 
outside. She was determined to string Rob along as far as she 
could. 

"So, how are you doing, Joannie? It's been a while", said Rob. 

"Yes. Twenty? Twenty-one years, I think?" said Dana. 

"What's up with you these days?" 

"Keep your end of the conversation as minimal as possible. 
Don't go using too many terms you'd use around your friends or 
family." 

"Keeping busy", she said. "Life goes on, and so do we all." 

He thought her answer lacked warmth somehow. He began to 
wonder if she was ill. 

She let him talk at length about whichever subject he wanted, 
answering him with few words or the odd gesture, keeping things 
once more to a minimum. She was intent on studying his 
language, both spoken and body. She wanted to get a very good 
sense of this man. She had to know how she was going to wreck 
him. 

As he talked, he also got to feeling that she was holding 
something back, not in the sense of their past, but more in the 
sense of anger. He was mystified as to why she'd even feel anger 
towards him, figuring she should be happy to see him. He was 
also mystified as to why she hadn't spoken all that much — he 
remembered her as fairly talkative back in the day. 

Dana decided at some point that the conversation was going to 
become hers: The mouse had roved freely in the open long 
enough. 

"I don't like what you're planning, but if it gives you any 
pleasure, then you may as well do it the right way. Choose your 
moment carefully, and then spring into action." 

"So, I have a daughter now and...," said Rob. 

"Two, in fact." 

"Sorry?" 

"You heard what I said: two. You know? The number greater 
than one but preceding three?" 

"Yes. I work with numbers quite a bit, if you recall." 


"Oh, I recall alright." 

"So what do you mean 'two'?" 

"Two daughters." 

"I have only one daughter." 

"You left me pregnant, y'know", said Dana. 

Rob went cold. His charm suddenly took a hike and left with his 
mental dictionary, not to mention any sense he'd had. "Joannie, 
you aborted, of course", he managed to say, ignoring a part of 
what Dana had said. 

She shook her head slowly, gently, the corners of her mouth 
forming an odd smile. 

He bunched his lips a little. "No, of course not. Just curious." 

Dana wanted to smack him. She laughed a little. "Curious? 
That's all?" 

His eyes widened a bit. "Well, you inferred that I didn't care, so 
what else is there?" 

Dana felt cut off from any riposte to this and had to determine 
another path. She still wanted to smack him. 

He changed tactics. "Your hair has a bit more wave to it than I 
remember. It used to be straight." 

Dana was starting to feel cut off in this regard, too. 

"Whatever you do, don't panic. Don't even feel panic. He'll pick 
up on that. Take a breath before saying anything else." 

"Yes, I had it styled this way. You don't like it?" 

He felt a little stunned. "It... looks great. Different", he said, 
hesitating. 

"Interesting that you remember my hair from so long ago. Do 
you also remember our daughter contacting you? Like, three years 
ago...?" 

Rob went cold once more, his mental thesaurus chasing after his 
mental dictionary. 

"...and then trying to visit you, but no luck? Maybe it was four 
years ago. Not sure." 

He gulped. 

It all came back to him in a hot mental mess: 

“Phone conversation and suddenly visiting my therapist but 
no, /was outoftown working and what was that girl's 


name not the woman’ name/was sleeping with, was it 
Josianne or someone else, no she was the therapist and 
Why ts this happening now but the girlcouldnt know |was 
outoftown, my wife never knew, so why would | / didnt 
know /was gone realgone,/had to be hack inher arms, 
Joannie’s arms, no the therapist's, no not her arms, care, 
her care, no work, no itwas work, no daughter, nota 
second one, only Audrianne, work took me away, because! 
promised Joannie ld be back but saw therapist instead, or 
was it Josianne, no,/never had akid with her, did / nor the 
therapistwho knows the root cause of Fermat's theorem 
and why should anyone care, be scared, be scarred, and 
why am | thinking of all this now, no this isnt happening it 
never happened it has never happened and it cant be, 
couldnt be, couldnt have been, never possible never will 
he never was, nevermore evermore want more outof 
reach out of time." 

Dana noticed Rob's eyes darting left-right-up-down, searching 
for she knew not what. 

His head was spinning; his breath quick, borderline panicky; his 
thoughts, trapped in a maze of overlapping 3D logic boards; no 
clear way out. 

Dana patiently awaited a response from Rob that wouldn't sound 
like it came from a talkative panicky rabbit in a circular warren. 

He calmed down enough to at least take a deep breath. He hadn't 
felt so beset since Fil and Charles and university. He'd wanted to 
say a lot in response to Dana's comments, but the best he could 
manage was, "So, another daughter. I don't suppose I'll ever see 
her again, will I?" 

Dana smiled wryly and slowly removed her sunglasses. "I'm 
already here, 'Daddy'", she said, reverting to her normal voice, 
making sure he caught the last word. 

Rob's confusion was complete. He couldn't wrap his head 
around all that had just happened. His self-confidence? Vapour on 
the wind. "What happened to...?" 

"Dead. As in real gone, daddio. A long, long time ago. You don't 


need to know how, and you don't have the right to know anyway." 
She looked at him: mother's eyes; father's stare; her eyes, high- 
beam headlights; him, the deer. 

He tried to laugh but it came out nervously. "Dead?" 

"Yeah, dead." She felt this game had gone on far enough. 

"Is this a joke?" he asked, quivering. 

"No, but you are, and I'm the punch line — emphasis on ‘punch’. 
Take a good look at your legacy, 'Daddy'. This is the first and last 
time you'll ever see it." 

"Can I even have your name?" 

She got up slowly, assuredly, putting back on her sunglasses and 
her coat, now standing tall and proud. "No, but I have your genes 
through no fault of my own, so you can call me 'Legacy'. Oh, you 
usually pay for Josianne, right? Like, when you have coffee after 
one of her art exhibitions?" 

His eyes went wide. 

"Well, do be a good father for a change and pay for me too, 
won't you? There's a man." 

"But..." 

She started to walk away but then stopped and looked at him 
over her shoulder, eyes peering out over the top rim of sunglasses: 
"Oh, and tell Audrianne that 'Paula' sends her regards." She 
resumed walking away. 

He sat there, head in hands. 

In walking farther away, Dana thought she'd heard him gasp but 
wasn't sure. At this point, she didn't really care. Whatever she'd 
just done to him, she was content to let him suffer. She had no 
regrets. 

Moving on, it suddenly hit her: 

"Ah nuts. Now I have to go pee." 


"Postcard to the 'rents?" asked Laura. 

"Yup!" 

"Nice photo on the front. Do I dare ask what quote you 
contrasted it with this time?" 

Ian smiled to the point of laughing. 


Hi Mom! Hi Dad! 

"The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in 
the eyes of others only a green thing that stands 
in the way. Some see nature all ridicule and 
deformity, and some scarce see nature at all. But 
to the eyes of the man of imagination, nature is 
imagination itself." 

(William Blake) 

Lots o'love! 

Your Ian. 


Adam was just sitting there, pitcher and glass off to his right, 
notes to his left, laptop in front of him, stuck in thought, and 
twiddling his pen about his fingers. He seemed quite engrossed in 
all that, though not so much in what was on his laptop's screen 
nor his beer, judging by how flat each looked. 

"Y'know, it's not often that I see someone on a Saturday 
afternoon trying so hard to study and drink at the same time, 
particularly the studying part", said Marie. 

"Hm", said Adam, not looking up but still engrossed in his 
work. 

"You might want to drop the studying part just for now and 
concentrate on drinking. It doesn't look like you're doing either 
particularly well, judging by your pitcher. One might say you're 
trying to avoid something or feeling a certain way right about 
now by choosing to dive headlong into your work. I know how 
that feels." 

"Hm", he continued, looking up only briefly, smiling a little, but 
continuing with his work. 

"Y'know, there's an oppressed non-privileged gender-neutral 
person behind you wearing a ball and chain. Ze would like a word 
with you. Don't mind hir moaning: It's just gas." 

Adam looked perplexed at the unfamiliar words but believed he 
got the gist of them and laughed a little at Marie's presentation. 
"Okay, okay. You now have my attention. Would you like to talk 
about something?" 

"Yeah, that, I'll just take a glass and help myself to your warm- 


looking flat beer, if that's all right." 

Adam inspected his pitcher of beer. The lager here tended not to 
be all that appealing at room temperature. The pitcher was at half- 
volume and in serious need of a refresher. He figured if he kept at 
what he was doing, then his beer would be entirely undrinkable 
before too long. He closed his laptop and filed his notes, resigned 
to the idea that he wasn't going to get any more work done today. 
"I'll get another. Aren't you supposed to be on shift at some 
point?" 

"Yeah, later. After Happy Hour is over. You got a minute?" 
asked Marie. 

"I've got all the time in the world now", said Adam, pulling out 
his wallet. 

"Don't bother. Already gotten." 

Adam's eyes went wide. 

"I don't get relationships sometimes", said Marie, pouring 
herself a glass from the newly-arrived pitcher and sitting down. 

Adam was amazed that Marie had thought so far in advance just 
for that. After that, he could only listen to her talk about 
relationships: He had no experience in this department. 

"I mean, is this a new thing?" she continued. 

Adam tensed up but a bit and took a drink from his glass. He 
searched his memory quickly for any information or observations 
concerning relationships, not wishing to sound the clueless 
newbie. 

She continued: "I get flings, long-term commitments, fuck- 
buddies, friends with benefits, May-to-Septembers, sex on the 
first date. Stuff like that. But what happened between me and her 
was none of those." 

"What happened?" Adam really felt out of his league here, still 
not entirely sure who "she" was. 

"I dunno. We really got into each other, and we were going hot 
and heavy for a while. Then I hear nothing for almost a week. 
Then she tells me she's super busy and she'll contact me when 
she's available again. Then, a couple of days later, she's all over 
social media, telling everyone that there was no relationship in the 
first place; just some flings and two dates. That was a week ago." 


"Hold the phone: Who is 'she'?" 

"Jillianne." 

"Your girlfriend?" 

"Huh, my ex, or if you take her side, my 'never-was'." 

"Sorry. I didn't know. I really didn't." 

Marie softened her look. "It's okay. You got everything I said 
before, right?" 

"Yeah, sure. She sounds like a 'Hurricane’. Not as reprehensible 
as a Serial dater but one step beyond 'teasing'." 

"Teasing?" 

"Yeah. 'The chase is more fun than the catch'?" 

Marie laughed. "Yeah, those. So, why 'Hurricane'?" 

"Exciting at first, but it ends in disaster." 

Marie laughed out loud. "That's it! That's exactly what 
happened!" Her face went pouty but didn't smile after that: It 
turned sad and it seemed she was going to cry. 

Adam was about to hug her but she did the same more quickly. 

After that, he pulled a pack of kleenex out from his coat pocket. 

She laughed a little, taking one to wipe her eyes and blow her 
nose. "I just don't get it. She said she loved me. And what's with 
her lying to others like that? And they believe her!" 

"TI don't" 

"Did she say anything to you?" 

"No, but you did, and I believe you." 

Marie looked at Adam warmly, tenderly, and caressed his hand. 
"Y'know, it's not hard to see why people like you so much. You're 
such a sweetheart." 

Adam didn't realize that people had regarded him in that way. 
He felt all warm and fuzzy inside. 


"Tan?" 

He stirred in her bed. 

She stared at him like a cat would about an empty food bowl. 

He went resigned. "Ah, fer the luvva... You have that look on 
your face again." 

Laura smirked a little. "You're so cute before you've had your 
first coffee, you know that?" 


"Do I believe you mentioned that once before..." 

"..pre-Annie?" 

"Yeah, that was the last time you said I had that look on my 
face." 

"So I don't need to tell you to move on from Angéle once and 
for all?" 

"I think you just did." He sighed. "I think I just needed a sign. 
One little flawed moment to clap me awake." 

"Like with Annie?" 

Ian smiled. "She was quite the dynamo. If I'd stayed with her, I 
probably would've broken my neck by now following her around 
on her extreme-sensation sports." 

Laura bunched her lips. "You did okay skydiving." 

"One sprained ankle. Cast for two weeks." 

"Some cheese with your whine, sir?" 

"No, too early for wine. Coffee, as in I'm going to make some, if 
you don't mind." 

"As long as you bring me a cup." She smiled strangely. "And 
the whole pot while you're at it." 

"Deal." 


"You know what I think?" asked Marie. 

"What's that?" asked Adam. 

"I think if you sit in one place long enough, here in Montreal, 
you'll run into a writer." 

Adam smirked a little. "A writer?" 

"Yeah. A real writer." 

"A for-real writer? Like, someone who's well-known?" 

"Maybe well-known, but most likely not. Anyway, who's well- 
known these days?" 

Adam shrugged his shoulders. "Probably someone out of the 
Oprah book club." 

Marie bunched her lips. "Admit it, though: She does have some 
really good picks." 

"My mom wouldn't've heard of Maeve Binchy if not for Oprah. 
I like her, too." 

"Oh, you are full of surprises today, dear Adam. Have you ever 


written anything?" 

"Aside from Comms papers?" he said, waving his hand over his 
bag. "Not at all. I like good writing, but I've no talent for it at all." 

"Well, I did, for a while." 

"I'm not sure I understand. You had a talent but not now?" 

"I mean I don't do it anymore." 

"No more writing at all?" 

"Nope! Well, not 'not' at all. More like no more writing courses. 
I stopped writing when I started university. I guess you could say 
that I'm refilling my creative ink well, and given my recent 
events, you could say that I feel a story coming on." 

Adam smiled. "Should I bother to ask why no more writing 
courses?" 

Marie sighed. "Where... do... I... start? WelllllIII, 'show, don't 
tell? Nobody wants to read 300+ pages full of clouds of images. 
They want to be caught up in the moment, sure, but they want the 
story to go somewhere, too. 'Plan your story out from start to 
end'? Creativity killer! Let the writing flow and adjust for 
consistency later! What else? Oh, 'characters cannot voice their 
thoughts'? And at the same time, 'be realistic’. Well, in the real 
world, real people voice their thoughts when they want to or they 
stay quiet, if that's what pleases them. I mean, I'm voicing my 
thoughts right now, and that's real. And 'be representative’? Yet, 
‘write from your own experience’? I got criticized once for writing 
about someone from a mixed background — I was thinking of 
Mylene of all people — because it wasn't 'real' enough for the 
person criticizing. "This person isn't realistic. I've never met 
anyone like that. She can't be real'", said Marie, faking a whiny, 
snobby, know-it-all voice. "What a load of garbage! If you ask 
me, I think some old people have literary ennui, and they want us 
to relieve them of it. They have set the bar ever so high so that no 
one will ever write like they did when they were younger." 

Barbed wire around the rest of the cake'?" 

Marie looked at Adam curiously and then smiled. "Surprises 
abound! Oh, you have read a lot." 

"My mom encouraged me. I figured it might come in handy one 
day. But I get what you're saying." 


Marie continued to smile at Adam in a rather curious way. 
"Hang on, dear. I need to talk to Cammy for a few seconds", she 
said first patting then gently squeezing his right hand. "After that, 
I'll have to leave for an appointment down the street." 

"Sounds important." 

Marie fluffed her hair. "Get a good look. It's going bye-bye." 

As Marie walked toward the bar, Adam thought perhaps that her 
eyes had a smouldering look to them but had no frame of 
reference aside from the literary. 

"You want me to watch over that, Adam?" asked Bert. 

"No, not necessary. Why do you ask?" said Adam. 

"Hey", said Marie, "I want to show you something upstairs." 

"Upstairs? There's an upstairs to this place?" 

"So I've heard. Apparently, I work there sometimes. Come 
along." 

Adam looked strangely at Bert. "You're spooky sometimes, you 
know that?" 

"Yeah, an' that's one of my better qualities", said Bert. 

Once upstairs, Adam remarked how it looked like a 2/3-scale 
version of the bar downstairs. 

"This here is where I work on the weekends. I want to show you 
something else", she said with a big smile. "Come this way." 

Adam was curious. 


Myléne had caught up on her studies, housework, and any 
emails to answer. 

Off to Bifteck. 

Her mother wondered how she was doing after her weekend in 
the mountains and had she managed to avoid damaging herself by 
accident. Myléne knew that Mélanie was only lightly joking with 
her but such a joke still served as a cautionary tale. This still 
irritated Mylene: She had a tendency not to repeat her mistakes. 

Thoughts of last weekend and the days that followed assuaged 
such an irritation, making her smile. She'd been impulsive in 
asking if she could come along for the weekend but felt glad that 
this had happened. 

She was determined to never act like that again. 


She felt alone. She figured that Marie was, as usual, busy with 
Jillianne. She thought it curious that they hadn't contacted her 
about last weekend. Marie had been pretty excited about the four 
of them meeting up. Not a peep before or since. In fact, Marie 
was all radio-silence. Marie could be that way at times. Adept at 
social media and often on it, it wasn't uncommon for Marie to be 
incommunicado for up to a week. Mylene figured to check up on 
Marie later. 

She hadn't heard any noise from Dana's place, wondering what 
she could be up to. Dana had mentioned something about 
attempting to visit her bio-dad again but Mylene couldn't recall 
when this was to happen. She did recall feeling apprehensive 
about that idea but never expressed this to Dana. She hoped all 
would be right. 

A few quiet minutes later, she felt quite isolated. She decided 
that she was bored. The weather outside was not great, not even 
so much for a walk in her neighbourhood. To her, it felt like a 
bubble-tea kind of afternoon, so she tried Ian on his cell. No 
answer. She figured Bifteck would be the best bet to find him. 

Instead, she ran into Adam. He looked as if he could smile at 
anything anytime. 

Mylene asked if he had run into anyone they knew. 

"Yup. Marie." 

Myleéne's eyes went wide. "Really? Where?" 

"She's gone out for a bit. She said she'll be back soon." 

She looked at how Adam had said this. He seemed more casual 
than his usual. "Any news from Dana? I didn't see her at home." 
"Nope. Not a word. We're all Dana-less today. The last time I 
saw her, she said something about sorting out some family affairs; 

something about her dad wanting to meet her." 

Mylene was a little perplexed by Adam's choice of words. She 
wasn't aware that Adam knew that part of Dana's past and so 
assumed that Adam formally meant Joe, someone Adam ran into 
every day. "Her dad... wanting to meet her? Strange choice of 
words, Adam." 

Adam wasn't inclined to tell Myléne about the situation with 
Dana's bio-dad. He wasn't even aware if Myléne was up to speed 


with that part of Dana's past. 

Mylene wondered if Adam had already learnt that about Dana. 
"No", she thought, "not so soon." 

"FYI, Marie wasn't in a great state when she arrived here 
earlier." 

Mylene was curious. "How so?" 

"Jillianne", said Adam. "She said she'd tell you the whole story 
later." 

Now Mylene was even more curious, feeling some details about 
last weekend would soon become apparent. 

"Hey, baby doll!" It was Bert, back from walking the block and 
smoking a cigarette. Mylene normally didn't appreciate being 
called things like that, but Bert was the exception, him being his 
usual, saucy, little ol' man-self. She figured he meant nothing by 
it. Bert then looked at Adam. "Good God, they'll let anyone in 
here." 

"I was about to say the same", responded Adam. "Anyways, 
Mylene, never mind him. You know ya loves me the best, and I 
mean that in the nicest possible way." 

Bert smiled, but in an aw-geez way, and muttered, "Either I 
gotta get new friends or new lines." 

"So, Bert", said Adam, "Who is your favourite person, and why 
is it me?" 

"Oh, screw you!" 

They all laughed. 

Bert looked around. "First there was Marie, now you, Mylene, 
but no Dana?" 

"Nah", said Adam, "fam-biz." 

"Yeah", said Mylene, "her dad wants to meet her." 

Adam gave Mylene a cross look. 

"What?" she asked. 

Bert got puzzled for a few seconds before realizing what was 
going on. "Ah geez. Not that 'dad'." He shook his head and then 
looked at Cammy. "A tall-boy of 50 and a shot of Jamie, if you 
don't mind. I think I need it." He shook his head again. "I guess 
there's no putting her offa it. Poor girl. That man should have no 
hold over her. None at all. Why does she bother with him?" Bert 


looked up at Myléne and Adam, both of whom showed concern. 
"I guess you have no idea what I'm talking about." 

"Yes", said Mylene and Adam both at the same time. They 
looked at each other, surprised. 

Just then, Herman came in. Initially, he'd intended to sit alone 
near the pool tables, but he saw the others at the bar and changed 
his mind. "Hey Bert. Hey Mye-leen. What's happening?" 

At this point, Adam didn't care if Herman ignored him. Adam 
considered it a point of pride. 

Bert explained how he had the rest of the day off, and his wife 
was at a conference out of town. 

Adam added on him doing his thesis, having a drink, and 
entertaining Marie. 

Herman was looking at Mylene the whole time. 

Mylene blurted out if anyone had heard from Ian. "Last time", 
she thought. 

Bert broke out of his mood and spoke quickly, facing Adam: 
"Didn't he say something about a cousin visiting?" 

Adam was a bit quicker: "Other way around, man. He's visiting 
his cousin. The, uh, one in Three Rivers, I think." 

"Yeah, that's it. Trois-Rivieres." 

"What are you guys talking about?" asked Herman, almost 
laughing. "He's in Burlington." 

Bert said, "I think you're mistaken, Herman. He's in Trois- 
Riviéres." 

"Are you guys drunk already?" He laughed at his own joke. 
"He's in Burlington staying with Laura." 

"Yeah", said Adam, staring directly into Herman's eyes. "Laura's 
his cousin." 

Herman decided to look at Adam for a change. 

"And he's in TWA-RI-vee-AIR", said Bert, pointedly. 

Herman looked stunned; confused. "But Laura's not... Yeah. 
Cousin in Trois-Riviéres. Sure." 

Mylene looked at all of them curiously. From what she knew of 
Herman, he had seemed convinced of his own words and then 
confused by those of Bert and Adam. She felt as if Adam had 
been improvising, and that Bert's speaking style was out of 


whack. 

She thought about Herman's words again. 

"Burlington?" 

Marie was about to open the swinging doors into the main bar 
when she heard the conversation. Upon entering loudly, she 
quickly glanced at each person. Everyone looked at her but went 
about their business. 

"New look, no recognition. Perfect. I didn't tip the coiffeur 
enough. Time to make some more noise." 

"Oh hey, Marie", said Adam. "I like what they did with your 
hair." 

"Marie?" Mylene was stunned at Marie's new appearance. It 
seemed so stark, so spartan. 

"The one and only, rendered in basic, uncomplicated form for a 
basic, uncomplicated future." She turned to Herman. "Hey, 
dipshit. Careful who you talk trash in my absence. The walls have 
ears, y'know." 

Herman was dumbfounded, still not recognizing who'd said this 
to him. He went slightly wide-eyed and then slowly clenched his 
jaw, looking like he was ready to grind his teeth. 

Adam smirked. 

Marie then turned to Adam and placed her index finger on his 
lips, and said: "Don't have any further expectations, okay? It was 
just that one time. Showing you the upstairs, I mean." She gave 
him a little wink. 

Adam smiled. "Sure. Thanks for that." 

Marie gave him a certain pleasant and warm look. 

Herman decided he wasn't welcome and went towards the door. 

Others around were a bit confused. About what, they couldn't be 
sure. 

The confusion went one more level when Dana then sauntered 
into the bar. Marie and Myléne went wide-eyed. Adam didn't 
think he recognized her. Herman, seeing her on his way out, had 
no idea who it was. Bert simply smiled. 

"Dana?" Mylene was surprised for the second time in a short 
while. "Maybe I should dye my hair blond at the rate things are 
changing around here." 


"Hello Sandra Dee not!" said Marie. "Rockin' it boho style 
there. Rowr! I like it! Love those highlights, too!" 

"Marie?" Dana looked her up and down. Her mouth was agape. 
"You look so... different", she said languidly. 

Marie laughed. "Said the pot to the kettle. I've been getting a lot 
of that today. I really like your hair that way, Dana. Might make 
me wanna go back to five colours. Very artistic, I say. Guys? 
Whattya think of Dana's new look?" 

Adam was already transfixed on Dana and quite bereft of words. 
He marvelled at how she'd transformed herself. 

Bert looked at his grand-niece, amazed. He'd always known her 
to be reserved to the point of being conservative in attitude and 
appearance. But today she wasn't the primly dressed and 
somewhat shy young woman he'd known since a very young age. 
"I guess your meeting with Rob went well?" he asked, not 
missing a beat. 

Adam's eyes went wide, his mouth agape. He thought she'd 
never pull it off. 

Dana looked at Bert and smiled a little wickedly. "Yeah. For 
me." She took the shot she'd ordered and slammed it back. 

Marie whispered in her ear: "You might wanna go easy on the 
alcohol." 

Dana looked at Marie a little goofily and responded nasally, 
"Roger roger", and then laughed. 

Bert smiled a pinched smile. He wished no ill will on anyone 
but did believe that certain people, Rob notably, were perhaps due 
a comeuppance. Bert wasn't too sure that Dana had had the nerve 
to pull it off. But seeing her so calm and cool, not hiding anything 
nor too afraid to say something out of place, he figured Dana got 
through that pivotal to-do moment and came out better for the 
experience. Bert no longer felt that she was an innocent caught in 
the headlights of bio-dad's charm-car. She'd called him on her 
terms and let him hang on those. Bert was proud of Dana. 

Dana took Adam into another corner of the bar, saying as they 
went, "I want a few words with you, buddy boy. And say nothing 
for now. Just listen, because we'll need to compare notes soon." 

He had no idea where Dana was going to go with things but he 


had a good feeling all the same. After hearing about what 
happened between Dana and Rob, it reminded Adam of a phone 
conversation he'd overheard his mother having with one of her 
own parents 12 years earlier. He looked upon Dana with far 
greater admiration and respect than he'd had for her before. 

"Adam", she continued, "We'll visit Toronto within the next 
year. I insist. I'll help. Your odyssey isn't done yet." 

He smiled despite himself. 


A little later, Mylene signalled to Dana to come to where she was 
sitting, out of earshot of Adam and Bert at the pool tables. 

She asked her if she'd ever been to Burlington. 

"Yeah, a bunch of them", said Dana. "Which one?" 

After establishing it as in Vermont, Dana asked what Myléne 
wanted to know. Mylene said it was nothing. Dana saw it fit to 
mention that it was the closest major American city south of 
Montreal, after Plattsburgh. Mylene found it strange how her 
family had never visited this place, much less gone through it. 

Dana mentioned that Adam wanted to visit Burlington but more 
specifically Ben & Jerry's in Waterbury, as a friend of his was 
there recently. This made Mylene all the more curious. 

"I think I'm going to join you in kick-boxing", said Dana. "Once 
what I took before wears off, I'm gonna have a lot of frustration to 
get out." 

Myleéne's curiosity hit the proverbial peg. 


Interlude 


"Hey Cees, it's Herman. Look, Ian says he wants to meet us to 
talk about what went on at the AGM. Can you come to Café Pi 
next Tuesday evening? Call me back for more details. Bye." 
Herman closed his cellphone and went back into the bar. 
"Hey, Mye-LEEN. Do you have a minute?" he asked. 
Mylene didn't know how she felt about this situation. 
She'd never really had more than the odd passing conversation 
with Herman, and even there it was in the presence of someone 
else, normally Ian. She didn't really know Herman all that well 


but then figured the whole point of conversations was to get to 
know someone to one degree or another. 

Yet, she couldn't wrap her head around all the things he was 
saying. He didn't talk much about himself but spoke volumes 
about Ian, saying what a great guy he was and how lots of 
women, and some men, were attracted to him; how he was so 
naturally easy-going and only had to make small efforts to get 
along with everyone; and how he always seemed to have a lay on 
the side whenever he was single. Herman spoke of how he 
admired and was jealous of Ian for being so lucky with the 
opposite sex, and on occasion the same sex. 

Mylene had listened to Herman with equal degrees of intensity 
and curiosity. She felt that Herman was blathering as if he'd had 
one too many but then realized that he was still working on the 
same, most likely stale, pint he'd ordered over an hour ago — 
hardly what she'd call drunk. She ventured to ask about 
Burlington. 

Herman told her what Ian had told him. Herman also wondered 
what was up with Bert and Adam, since they knew this, too. 

There was something in the way Herman told Mylene all this 
that made him look repulsive and pathetic in her eyes. In their 
prior bouts of small talk, she'd always had the impression that he 
was trying to play for her but didn't quite want to, or couldn't, get 
to that point — of this, she wasn't entirely sure. She considered him 
equal parts curious and annoying. In this conversation, he leaned 
more towards annoying. He'd managed to get under her skin with 
what he'd said about Ian, no matter what he'd said or how he'd 
said it. She felt that Herman was "concerned" about Ian in a way 
that was to have rendered him pathetic yet pitiful, almost as if 
Herman was trying to turn Mylene off of Ian. 

"Why are you telling me all this?" asked Mylene. 

"Just so you don't have a bad opinion of Jan", said Herman. 
"He's a great guy. And he's in great shape, for his age. I mean, he's 
kinda old, don't you think?" 

Mylene gave Herman a puzzled look. "Well, I suppose." 

"You know he's 36, right?" 

Mylene didn't know. He'd never brought up his age in 


conversation and she'd never thought to ask. To her, it didn't seem 
pertinent, given how well she and Ian got along. 

Herman continued: "I'm surprised he didn't reminisce about his 
glory days in university. He does that a lot, you know?" 

Mylene thought something off about that statement. Ian hadn't 
talked at all about his university days. Or had yet to talk about 
them. If he hadn't mentioned certain people generally about life 
after university, she could've been led to think that he either hadn't 
finished university or hadn't gone at all. She remembered her 
conversations with Gen back in Sherbrooke, about how well- 
spoken she was, and how she'd never gone beyond Cégep. One 
didn't need to have a good education to be well-spoken, and in 
Mylene's opinion, Ian was well-spoken. 

"No, I didn't know that either", Mylene said. 

"Ah, a man who keeps secrets is either mysterious or 
untrustworthy. And our Ian is indeed a mystery." 

Mylene looked at Herman: She still thought he was talking like 
a blathering idiot. "What's life without a little mystery? I have to 
go home to take care of some things." 

"Can I walk you to the metro?" 

Mylene looked him up and down. "No. That's fine. I'm all 
talked-out and I could use some quiet." She forced a smile. "You 
understand, right?" 

"Of course." Herman nodded. He clenched his jaw. 

Mylene didn't notice this: She was too busy walking out the 
door. 

Herman looked at his beer and decided that it had gone stale. 


One block down the road, Mylene pulled out her cellphone. She 
quickly became frustrated. She recalled what her sensei had said 
about measuring her breaths, being at peace within herself. 

It didn't help much. 

She calmed down enough to make a call without getting a 
wrong number. 

"Would it be okay if I visited for one night? I'll explain when I 
get there." 

She was to have visited during Thanksgiving long weekend but 


decided that she needed this sooner. A phone call simply wouldn't 
be enough. 


Movimento #3 
Punt bas 


From Cammy's perspective, it appeared as if Herman had had 
nothing better to do with his life. Not that she was complaining. 
He came in every day and never even tried to mooch pints or 
pitchers. 

But she was curious about what Herman did for a living. Of this 
she had no clue and he'd never volunteered one to anybody within 
her hearing range. She'd heard a rumour that he was living off of a 
trust fund. Another rumour had it that stock dividends were 
paying his bills — a chance investment at the right time. She'd 
heard yet another rumour that he worked in some call centre for 
an online casino but nobody knew how often. He seemed to have 
occasional work in the evenings, though she couldn't be sure 
about that last part, as she didn't work at this bar every day. When 
she was there, she worked afternoons. Sometimes he left before 
her shift ended while other times he stayed past happy hour. None 
of these tendencies seemed to be on the same days. She usually 
knew the smalltalk about regulars and semi-regulars after a few 
weeks. Not with Herman. 

What she did notice was how Herman often talked about Ian, 
sometimes gushing praise, other times showing small signs of 
jealousy. One time, she recalled him saying how happy he was for 
Ian and Mylene to be in a relationship but wondered when it 
would be his turn, making Cammy ask herself "His turn with 
whom?". Cammy knew better than to jump to conclusions about 
anything, but from all that was obvious to her she knew that Ian 
and Mylene weren't seeing each other in that fashion, though they 
were close, she might even say tight. To Cammy, Herman's latest 
words had a whiny tinge to them, followed by complaining that 


he was lucky to be around Jan and meet new people but was 
unlucky in another sense around or after Ian. 

Cammy thought about that last bit but didn't want to think that 
Herman was only around Ian to pick up the baton with somebody 
that Ian had struck out with. The thought of this seemed absurd to 
her. 

Herman usually made a point of being there at or just after 
opening. Today, he was running "late". In fact, once the boss had 
left, it was just Cammy and her Mp3, playing some Trans Am 
vocodered track. Even the sounds from behind the bar were 
minimal. She then heard the outer door open. 

"At last we're alone! Just the two of us!" It was Bert. 

Cammy laughed. She knew Bert well enough by now to know 
he was harmless. He never got offended if someone didn't laugh 
at one of his jokes, and he didn't have that desperate look in his 
eyes that might make one appear to want more than just a drink 
and a conversation. Cammy figured he was "safe". 

"You're here early", she said. 

"What can I say? I'm a fast worker." 

"So much for a quiet afternoon!" 

"Oh, you slay me!" 

She laughed. "What's your poison?" 

"The usual." Bert looked around. 

"Yeah, pretty quiet here today", she said as she pulled out a pint 
glass. 

"Pardon me for saying so, and you can tell me to mind my own 
business, but you have the look of someone who's been creeped 
out by something or someone." 

Cammy raised her eyebrows. "That obvious, huh?" She pulled 
Bert's pint. 

"Only to someone who's equally creeped out by something or 
someone. Herman?" 

She stopped and exhaled sharply. "Such a creep. Not to judge, 
but somehow that label just fits him." 

"Same here. He rankles me. Gets under my skin. I shouldn't say 
that. I was brought up to see the best in someone, but right now I 
think he's doing a great job of hiding his good qualities. Thanks", 


he said as he took his pint. 

The doors opened once more. A woman in her mid-30s 
appeared, looking impatient and asking if anyone had seen either 
Herman or [an. 

Bert and Cammy just shook their heads. 

The woman didn't say thanks and simply walked out. 

Bert looked at Cammy. "Curiouser and curiouser, said Alice." 

Cammy looked at the woman who'd just walked out. "She's 
been in here before, and asking about Herman, too. Never Ian, 
though." 

The woman walked back in five minutes later with Herman and 
they ordered glasses of wine at the bar. They talked for a bit while 
Bert pretended to read a newspaper and Cammy pretended that 
she'd made an accounting error. After 10 minutes, they walked 
outside. It was about five minutes before Bert and Cammy 
decided to share each other's thoughts. 

"There was something off about them", said Bert, raising his 
empty mug. "One more, please." 

"Look at this bar", said Cammy, taking the empty. "There's 
something off about everyone here, me included. But you're right. 
They kept talking about Ian. You know the way Herman praises 
Ian? Like that." She looked towards the front window, now bereft 
of anyone she was talking about, and pointed. "Y'know, I think 
she's got a past with Ian." 

Bert thought about it. "His ex?" 

Cammy looked at where Herman last sat with this unknown 
woman then back at Bert, giving him his second pint. "Possibly." 

"Well, short of asking, we'll never know. Thanks", Bert said, 
taking his pint. "One for yourself?" 

Cammy smiled as the doors opened loudly, again. "It seems Ian 
has started a trend." 

"Pfft! Ian never starts trends." It was Herman, back from 
wherever he'd been. He asked if anyone had seen "Mye-leen". 
Bert gave Herman a blank look, either telling him to get serious or 
to misunderstand completely. Either way, it probably went over 
Herman's head. 

Herman then asked if anyone knew about Ian coming in at some 


point. Bert mentioned Ian having classes, to which Herman 
scoffed, saying Ian had been out of school for a long time and was 
too old to start a class now. 

Bert and Cammy looked at each other and then back at Herman. 
It didn't sound like he was joking. 

Herman let slip something about Ian dating two women at once. 
Bert and Cammy each had looks of disbelief. 

Cammy chimed in: "If you mean Mee-len, I don't think she and 
Tan are dating." 

"C'mon", said Herman. "It's obvious. When a man and a woman 
hang out together all the time, something's up." 

"So? I hang around my guy friends all the time", said Cammy. 
"Doesn't mean I'm dating any of them." 

"Maybe you dated one of them in the past?" asked Herman, 
sounding a little anxious to be right. 

"Maybe I did, maybe I didn't", said Cammy, as-iffing. "Why's 
that so important to you?" 

"If I could say something?" asked Bert. 

Herman and Cammy stopped talking. 

"At what point, Herman", asked Bert gently, "does it become 
plausible for you to mind your own goddamned business?" 

Herman looked aghast. "Ooh, touch-ee. Fine. I'll just sit over 
there and mind my own business." 

The woman had walked back in and spoke directly to Herman. 
"So?" 

"Could you take a coffee somewhere else for a while? I'll get 
back to you. Promise." 

She walked out as someone else was about to enter the place. 

"Hey, Mye-leen", said Herman. "Thanks for coming." 

Their most recent conversation had left a bad taste in Myléne's 
mouth. She wasn't sure she wanted to devote even a second to 
Herman. Aside from the last time, she'd never really had more 
than the odd passing conversation with him. In any case, that time 
he'd done the majority of the talking. She thought this was sad. 
Perhaps if the conservation had not been so one-sided, and if he 
had gotten to know her, he'd learn to pronounce her first name 
correctly. 


A minute was what Herman hadn't taken. Myléne wished she 
had ordered a stiffer drink but had no desire to arrive at her next 
destination smelling of alcohol. He told her once more all sorts of 
things about Ian, but she wasn't sure how he could possibly top 
yesterday's mansplaining session. She listened to him, curiosity 
waning, her irritation rising. There were some things she preferred 
to find out for herself. 

She wondered why she even consented to meet Herman again. 

"You know his ex? Angéle? That was her who walked out 
before you came in. He'd been here before that. They met here. 
And you know, they talked, like, talked. If you want to know what 
I think..." 

Mylene didn't. She also didn't recall Ian saying anything about 
coming by here today. He mentioned classes but nothing else. 

"I think he's jonesing to get back together with her. She'll use 
him — she always does — but he'll fall for her again — he always 
does." 

Bert turned towards Herman and flashed him a "what-the-hell?". 
Herman didn't notice Bert, but Myléne caught a glimpse of him, 
not sure whether or not to trust Bert's apprehensions. 

"Do you know how many times they've broken up and gotten 
back together?" 

"Not a clue", she said, rolling her eyes. 

"I've lost count. In any case, any time he's seen someone else, 
it's either been a rebound or filtered through his memories of 
Angele. And she's the exact same way. And all this when he's not 
with an even older girlfriend from way back, or the mother of his 
kid. I tell you, he's lucky with people, that guy." 

"Hold the phone", said Mylene: "Kid?" 

Herman nodded enthusiastically. 

It was now Cammy's turn to express disbelief. She didn't know 
Tan all that well or for that long but she somehow got the 
impression that Herman was talking about someone else. In any 
case, she hadn't seen Ian with another woman here at any time, let 
alone earlier today. And she figured that, if Ian had a kid, they all 
would've seen a photo of his offspring by now. What Herman had 
said to Mylene was, according to Cammy, an outright lie. She 


refused to believe any of Herman's gossipy tattle, no matter how 
plausible he made it sound. 

"Ask him about Mali in Wales. Or Jacqueline in Ireland. Eh. 
That last one? Just another fling, complete with big windows, big 
view, and a big bed, followed by a big breakfast by the sea. Oh, 
those bracing winds." 

Mylene recalled a brief moment at Mont-Tremblant when Ian 
blanked out before talking about travelling, details in rooms 
where he'd stayed, and things and events repeating in other places. 
She also recalled how much he said he liked being near the sea. 

"He's so lucky", said Herman. "So lucky with people, in love. 
He could have anyone he wanted right now. He could turn down 
the best-looking, the classiest, and the loveliest person in the 
room. He has that way about him. All I can say is that I'd never be 
that picky." 

At that moment, the woman who Herman had met before 
walked back in, said hi to him, asked if he'd seen Ian, and that she 
was supposed to meet him here. Herman referred to this woman 
as "Angéle" and reminded her how Ian was — casually late — and 
suggested that she walk around the block and Ian will probably 
show up then. 

Mylene got a good look at Angéle, who was still staring at 
Herman: It was the same woman Mylene had seen coming out. 
Angéle was about the same height as Mylene, so meeting her too- 
cool-for-human blue eyes. She favoured whites and beiges in 
clothing — Myléne's fashion opposite number. Her shoulders back, 
her back firm, not a hint of a slouch anywhere. If not confident in 
self, at least confident in poise. She'd had an air of not wanting to 
wait much longer for anything. 

After she left, Herman told Myléne who that woman was. 
Mylene wondered what Angéle meant by Ian coming in here. 
Mylene began to wonder if Ian had skipped class, and why he 
even had a class on a Sunday. At once, she thought this was 
preposterous but then began to doubt herself and what she knew 
of Ian. She felt that Herman wasn't being 100% honest but 
sounded frank about things and figured that he knew Ian better 
than anyone here. She started doubting her doubts about Herman. 


"That was her?" Mylene asked after Angéle had left. 

"The same", said Herman, matter-of-factly. He went on about 
some other things Ian allegedly did in university, although 
Herman had only heard about all this and wasn't sure of their 
veracity, which didn't stop him from saying them all the same. 

"Thanks", said Myléne, concerned and getting up to walk out. "I 
have a bus to catch, so if you can pardon me..." 

"Can I walk you to the bus stop?" asked Herman, about to get 
up. 

"Bus station, actually. And I'd prefer to be alone." 


Ian was never sure about visiting Trois-Riviéres. 

Every time he visited, he got the impression that he'd brought 
questionable weather with him from where-he-couldn't-tell. He'd 
seen photos of Trois-Riviéres when there wasn't a cloud in the 
sky, but he figured that someone must've tucked away those 
photos specifically for Ian's visit. His past visits usually had all of 
10 seconds of sun. In the winter, it was the opposite. Though 
there'd been evidence of snow on the ground, it never seemed to 
snow while he was there or there was no evidence that it had 
snowed at all recently. It always seemed to be good weather 
whenever someone took a photo. 

"Maybe I should learn photography." 

It was rare when Ian went to Trois-Riviéres for anything other 
than family reasons, and there only to visit his ailing but feisty 
grandmother, Violette, now in a home. 

He decided that today was a good time to visit her, despite him 
having just come back from Burlington in time for his only class 
yesterday. He wondered why his prof had rescheduled from 
Monday but had no choice except to roll with it. His prof could 
veer eccentric at times but he couldn't argue with her instructional 
style. Today seemed the right time for a visit. 

The bus from Montreal had dropped him off at a new hotel. It 
was so new that they had yet to plant the vegetation. 

"Might have been a good idea for them not to have uprooted the 
old stuff." 


The new hotel was a five-minute walking distance from the 


downtown core, a place he had to walk through to get to where 
his grandmother lived. Such a walk had been easier when the bus 
dropped people off at rue des Forges and Route 138 and then went 
on its merry way to either Montreal or Quebec City. This made 
for shorter walking time. But over the past three years, the 
downtown had been under reconstruction, the way from A to B 
constantly shifting like winter's snowdrifts. 

The clouds parted, revealing the existence of a blue sky 
previously unknown to Ian in these parts. He hoped it would last 
longer than 10 seconds. 

"Must be a photographer nearby." 

The clouds kept on parting until Ian couldn't even see them at 
all. He turned around to see where he'd been: No clouds there 
either. And one block later, there was no more street construction. 
Whatever they'd started they'd finally finished. It looked 
especially impressive in the full sunlight. He smiled and nodded 
in approval. He took the opportunity to walk along up and down 
rue des Forges, inspecting businesses old and new, and newer still 
for the ones he hadn't recalled seeing on his last visit. 

"Lots of new bars and resto-bars here", thought Ian. "This place 
must be hopping on the weekends." He looked at the menus 
posted outside, wondering how many of their cocktails were 
toxic. "I'll have to try one of those soon." 

He looked at his flip cellphone — Bert called it his Starfleet 
communicator — and noted that after all his walking about, he still 
had roughly a half-hour before he was expected at his gran's. She 
wasn't particular about things like that and didn't mind if someone 
didn't show up on time. 

He began to doubt that making a daytrip to Trois-Riviéres was a 
good idea. His head was still very much in Burlington. The class 
he was to have had may have been moved up, but he got the 
sneaking suspicion that there was something else he should be 
taking care of back in Montreal. Upon reflection, he determined 
that there was no better time to visit Violette. Besides, he really 
had no idea as to his availability this Christmas. 

"Ey, Ian!" somebody called to him in French. 

It didn't take long to find the source of that voice. "Ey, Lucie. 


"Sup?" 

Lucie was a homeless woman who Ian had run into over the 
course of his adult-life visits to his grandmother. Many people 
tended to stay away from her. She was always troubled or jittery 
and often talked to herself, sometimes even yelling at this 
lamppost or spouting that loopy plot-related theory. Even the 
police tended to avoid her. She once told Ian that she had been a 
film actress for a brief time, but Ian had never heard of her. Aside 
from that, he knew very little else about her. She tended to keep to 
herself. Whenever Lucie saw Ian, she snapped out of whatever 
state she was in and became lucid. Even then, most people still 
avoided her. 

"Don't see you since spring last year", said Lucie. "What's up?" 

"Ooh, busy. Lots of stuff. Charged schedule." 

"Did you pursue rock climbing?" 

"Yeah, but now I'm doing something aquatic instead." 

"Yeah? Like what?" 

"Dragon boating." 

"You should have your team row down here past the waterfront. 
I'm gonna cheer you on", said Lucie. 

Ian smiled. He also told her about how he didn't muck about the 
main drag last summer due to all the construction. 

"Don't start", said Lucie. "Last year was hell, crisse!" 

"I'll say. I crossed one part going to my gran's. A few hours later, 
they'd re-jiggered the whole thing and I had to go one block outta 
my way and then double back." 

"Sounds like good exercise", laughed Lucie. 

"Yeah", said Ian, a little resigned. "I guess I shouldn't 
complain." 

"S'fine. If we have nothing to complain about, that's not living. 
Sometimes complaining is the best way to pass the time. 'Cept 
those rich-and-privileged types. That's not complaining. That's 
whining. Pauvres 'tites natures (Poor li'l babies). They got 
everything, so what do they whine about. Some shit about them 
being oppressed 'cause they think their opinion is bigger than the 
rest of us. They should go into one of these bars here and ask for a 
special cocktail called FTCY." 


Ian looked perplexed. "FTCY?" 

"You know what I mean." 

Tan tilted his head a bit in slight confusion. 

"STFU, in English", he thought. 

He smiled. "I suppose complaining's a good way to pass the 
time, unless someone runs outta something to complain about." 

"Well, I don't know who that person is, but they're the happiest 
of us all." Lucie then looked disengaged from the conversation 
and said, "See ya!" 

Ian gave up being mystified by Lucie's sudden departures some 
visits ago. Her words rang in his head, and he began to wonder if 
he wasn't that person: the happiest of them all. He was in good 
health, was able to support himself, seemed to have at least a 
small clutch of friends at any given moment, and for the most part 
was lucky in love, his recent break-up notwithstanding. He 
generally saw life clearly, looking for the good in things. He 
wasn't sure he had much to complain about. There was much to 
confound him in life, but this prompted far more challenges than 
complaints. 

The sky stayed clear when he arrived at Violette's residence. She 
found him to be very optimistic, both in mindset and outlook, but 
she picked up on something not quite right. Every time Ian came 
to visit her, she ribbed him quizzingly: "So? Will you give me any 
great-grandchildren soon?" This time, she followed up by saying 
she'd had a bad feeling about Ian since she'd last seen him. He 
told her that he'd been in and out of a relationship since then, and 
that he still wasn't sure what to make of it all. By the time he 
mentioned this, he'd changed his attitude and said that getting 
over Angéle hadn't been a problem but a challenge, and like any 
puzzle, it would take time to solve. She told him she admired him 
for his bravado and candour but not to keep anything bottled up. 

"And don't deny anything", she said. 

"As some of my younger drinking buddies like to say, 'Denial: 
It's not just a river in Egypt'." 

"Y'know, you remind me of my father when I was little." 

Ian smiled, feeling quite complimented. He had an old photo of 
Violette's father, Hector-Lemuel, and recalled the last time 


Violette told him of this resemblance. And she'd also said that Ian 
resembled her late husband, Rosaire. He knew that Violette's 
father’s family was from a rather large clan that set down roots in 
the Laurentians and expanded from there. So huge was this family 
after three generations that they were all over North America. It 
was enough to make his head spin. 

But it was Rosaire who'd held more interest for Ian. His parents 
hadn't made a point of visiting Ian's grandparents much in the first 
place but did so even less after Rosaire died, when Ian was 11 
years old. Even then, those few times were only at Ian's 
insistence. They stopped completely when Ian started Cégep, 
saying that they no longer had time. Ian corrected this situation 
for his part before starting university. It was at that point that he 
took more interest in who his grandfather was. To Ian, Rosaire 
had taken on the proportions of a mythical figure. To Ian, Rosaire 
was someone he wished he'd known into adult life. He felt a bit of 
regret but much wonder. 

At some point, perhaps encouraged by news from Ian, his 
mother, Aline, took up visiting her own mother again, albeit once 
a year. 

"It's better than nothing." 

He told Violette that he was on a dragon boat team and how 
they've already been in two competitions. She asked him if he'd 
pursued other outdoor activities as he'd mentioned on his last 
visit. He told her that he'd broken his left hand last spring and so 
had since given up rock climbing, saying he might return to it at 
some point. He told her about his trip to Ireland and Wales and all 
the hiking and walking he'd done there. She reminded him that 
one of her ancestors was from Ireland, a story he knew quite well 
but didn't generally give much thought about. She thanked him, 
pointing to all the nice postcards he'd sent her, saying she showed 
these to other visitors, who thought they were lovely. He told her 
what a good time he'd had over there but admitted it would've 
been nice to have someone with him who shared his love of 
hiking. Violette said she'd always believed in wishing: "If you 
wish for something hard enough, it will happen." Ian recalled this 
perhaps happening inadvertently some time back when Mylene 


went with him to Tremblant. Sometimes, Ian wished for certain 
things in passing but never gave much thought to the 
consequences. 

Violette also advised him re friends, saying minor spats should 
never make for an end. 

"Life's too short for that." 

On the other hand, she warned him that poisonous relationships 
of any sort tend to kill the soul slowly over time. 

"The smart one knows when and how to cut out the rot." She 
smiled suddenly, her eyes bright. "It is good that you visit me", 
said Violette. "Your mother hasn't visited me for years." 

Ian was surprised to hear this. "Not even last Christmas?" 

Violette shook her head. "I miss Mark, too. Spring last year was 
his last visit. He used to visit me when he could." 

"He's with someone... overseas right now. Not sure when he'll 
be back in North America." 

Violette appeared somewhat perturbed by this. "He's always 
been troubled. I hope he is well. He's a good boy. As are you." 

Ian smiled. "Too bad that's habit and not genetics." 

"What do you mean?" 

"Remember? I'm adopted." 

"Hm, well, about that...". Violette gave him a brown envelope 
and told him not to open it until after she died, and even then only 
in the presence of her notary, who also had a copy. "Don't put too 
much faith in your last sentence." 

Ian was curious about what Violette might be getting at. 
Concerned, too. He studied the envelope but there was nothing 
telltale about it, apart from his name written on the front. He 
would just have to wait. 

He'd hoped that he and Violette could go for a walk but there 
was something else she had to do. She liked her walks. She hadn't 
seen how much downtown Trois-Riviéres had changed — she 
hadn't been outside for over a year, save in the back courtyard of 
the residence. That no one else had come to see Violette since 
Ian's last visit, not even last Christmas, bothered Ian to no end. 
Ian had to wonder where the hell the rest of his family was that 
they couldn't do so little as to take her out for a walk. His aunts 


and uncles had been out of touch with Ian's father for a long time, 
and so Jan didn't have any contact with them, them probably 
figuring that Ian was no-go, too. 

Ian thought about this on his way back to the bus station. The 
rest of the visit with Violette had been insightful and revealing. 
She'd broken the news to him that her condition was worsening. It 
had worsened a few times in the past. Each time, she'd gotten 
better. Ian felt that this ttme was somehow going to be the 
exception. He wished they'd walked one more time. 

The more Ian thought about it, the more he realized that Violette 
hadn't complained about the rest of the family not being around, 
meaning they could've already visited several times, or she didn't 
care for them visiting at all. And Violette saying she hadn't seen 
downtown Trois-Rivicres for a while might have been a relative 
thing — like since last month. 

"Maybe Mathilde took her for a walk?" mused Ian. "She hadn't 
mentioned anything." 

Ian thought fondly of Mathilde. It was she who kept Ian updated 
about Violette's situation. She was supposed to have informed 
Ian's parents about this subject. Ian assumed that she did, but he 
couldn't determine this based on his one-way communications 
with his parents. He decided not to give much more thought to it 
than that, feeling lucky that Mathilde had kept him in the loop. 

As the bus pulled out of the station, Ian wondered how Mylene 
could be doing. He realized that he shouldn't be thinking of her 
for the moment. He knew that there were certain things in his life 
that he had to sort out first. 

He looked south to where the Laviolette Bridge crossed the St. 
Lawrence. South of that, somewhere south, lay Myleéne's parents’ 
place in Magog. Thoughts turned back to her. He wondered about 
where and what kind of place her parents lived in, where she lived 
steadily for three years, probably the longest she had lived in any 
one place before her dad moved house when she was younger. He 
thought about returning to that place for a visit and maybe a hike, 
maybe with Mylene. 

He smiled. He looked forward to their Scrabble match 
tomorrow evening. 


"Mathilde!" Violette called in French as the attendant walked by. 

"Oui, Madame Cournoyer?" asked Mathilde. 

"J'ai besoin de mon notaire. J'aimerais modifier des choses. Des 
choses légales." 

("I have a need of my notary. I would like to change some 
things. Some legal things.") 

Mathilde smiled and nodded. 


It wasn't a long bus ride out toward Sherbrooke. Not normally. 

The construction near the Richelieu River slowed down things 
enough that the bus arrived at the Magog truck stop nearly 30 
minutes late. 

Since moving to Montreal last year, she'd trained herself to 
activate the moment she heard the word "Orford" or "Magog" 
while travelling on the bus between cities, just in case she fell 
asleep. This was now entirely possible, given her current state. 

She decided to extend her weekend by a day and a half and visit 
her parents. She wasn't sure she wanted to visit them during the 
long weekend in October, although this remained an option. 

'T'll most likely have to go anyway." 

She knew that one of her parents would be waiting but she 
wasn't about to excuse herself on account of factors out of her 
control. She knew that Fil would play this for all the humour he 
could but this time she'd show no frustration. She loved her father, 
but she was feeling too conflicted to want to create more conflict. 
As soon as the bus got stuck in construction-zone traffic, she 
decided that frustration wasn't in order here either and so lowered 
the volume on her Mp3 and nodded off tranquilly. The next sound 
she heard was one passenger pointing out something to another 
and then saying "Mont-Orford". 

It had been restful as sleeping in moving vehicles went. She'd 
needed it. Four hours last night wasn't enough. But it hadn't been 
her fault for going to sleep late, napping in the afternoon, and then 
choosing to take a later bus to the Estrie. Her mind had been too 
pre-occupied to fall asleep right away, and she'd been too anxious 
to sleep more than a few hours at a time, but on the bus, her body 


suddenly had other ideas. 

The sleep on the bus had served to purge something of the 
poison which Herman had subjected her to. Adam had once made 
some offhand comments about Herman, indicating that Herman 
was playing at something but still conceded that Herman knew 
Ian better than anyone in their current entourage. Mylene still 
couldn't shake the feeling that Herman was right about Ian but 
still didn't want to believe him. Yet she had to ask herself if she 
knew everything about Ian and wondered still did she need to 
know everything. 

Still, she couldn't explain why she was slowly getting angry 
with Ian. Only a few days earlier, they'd walked arm in arm 
companionably, basking in each other's presence, hardly in need 
of saying a word. She was starting to do a one-eighty in the 
feelings department where Ian was concerned. She had to wonder 
who Laura was and why Ian was with her. Also, Burlington? 
Maybe she was the mother of his child. That was when Myléne 
decided to breathe carefully in order to stave off a pending 
headache prompted by confusion, letting Mazzy Star on her Mp3 
take her mind elsewhere. 

A few seconds, and several songs, later came the announcement 
she'd trained herself to wake up to. Mount Orford must've been 
feeling generous that fall day when it shared its low-lying clouds 
with the area where Route 112 crossed the A10, not shrouding it 
to make for hazardous conditions but just enough that vehicles 
took it slower than normal. Mylene thought it natural, comforting. 
After one year of living in the big city, though she'd lived in 
bigger, she felt she could come back here again one day, or 
perhaps another place like this. 

To the left of where the bus exited the A10, Mylene could see 
the truck stop which also served as the local bus exchange. Aside 
from the intercity bus, there wasn't much else that could qualify as 
bus service in the region to interchange with, and even then only 
on weekdays at "rush hours" or during high tourist seasons. There 
was a charter bus parked nearby, but she figured that crowd had 
probably boarded back in Montreal for the fall colours of the 
mountains, their stop here constituting more a bathroom break 


than interchange traffic. 

Standing right about where the bus was to fetch up was 
Melanie, smiling broadly. Myléne always envied her mother's 
smile. It was a wonderful smile that illuminated no matter how 
dark things seemed. Marie once told Mylene that she had a 
similar smile, but every time Myléne went to the mirror, she 
couldn't see it and had never seen it in photos of herself. She 
figured Marie had been mistaken. 

Mylene knew she had inherited her perpetually tanned look, as 
well as her dark brown hair, from both parents, but not her green 
eyes — her mom's were soft brown and her dad's deep blue. And at 
a centimetre taller than her mom, the height came from her dad's 
side, or somewhere within it. 

Mélanie had to wonder if Myléne was on drugs or something. 
Mylene looked tired, contented, chill, happy, relaxed, and ready 
for a nap. Myléne just smiled. 

Mylene spoke: "I need your advice." 


Their usual meeting place. They were in the minority as games 
went. 

Most people there either played chess or were spectators to it — 
one person, blindfolded, was even playing two people, in fact 
playing them off against each other but impressing the onlookers 
at the same time. Ian had learnt about this technique as some sort 
of parlour trick, with one of two possible outcomes. 

There were the odd Risk players. But no cards — not even Milles 
Bournes. Before him was the Scrabble board he'd laid out earlier 
— tiles in the bag, tile holders in their respective places, only 
awaiting the arrival of Player 2. 

Ian sat comfortably, almost to the point of sleeping. The chair he 
sat in was conducive to that. In retrospect, he thought it better to 
have gotten a coffee rather than a beer. There was no 
conversational partner to help him stay awake or at least nudge 
him should he doze. 

It was 30 minutes after their scheduled meet-up time when 
Mylene showed up. Ian was relieved and concerned. 

Beer now in front of her, she said very little until halfway into 


the game. Usually, she talked with enthusiasm to Ian about 
whatever had transpired since they last communicated with each 
other. This usually meant only a few hours ago, but he hadn't 
heard from her since yesterday morning. This wasn't something 
that normally concerned Ian. He knew that there was always a 
time in getting to know someone when the communications 
slowed down following fast and frequent meet-ups and messages. 
But this time, there was some odd feeling that Ian got off of 
Mylene. He couldn't put his finger on what it was but felt he 
should be on high alert. 

Mylene sensed that Ian was tense. She'd never gotten that off of 
him before, not even on the first day that they'd met. He'd been 
Mr. Casual the whole time. There had been a few awkward 
moments but nothing that Mylene could classify as tense. She felt 
that Ian was hiding something from her. Herman might have been 
right. She decided on the direct approach. 

"Ian? What do you think about having kids?" 

He smiled. "I'd like to be a father one day." 

"Have you been a father in the past?" 

Ian hesitated despite himself and for longer than was 
comfortable. "No." 

Mylene stared at Ian intensely. She played a triple word score. 

Ian studied her as he contemplated which tiles to play where. He 
managed two words with two tiles. He was about to ask Mylene 
something but she was quicker. 

"So, who's Violette?" 

Ian looked at Mylene curiously, wondering how it occurred to 
her to ask him about such a name. "I have a grandmother with that 
name." 

"In Burlington?" 

He wondered again how it occurred to her to ask about 
Burlington. "No. In Trois-Riviéres." 

"And Laura? Your cousin? Is she also in Trois-Rivieres?" 

"No. Burlington." 

"Your family gets around." 

Ian's eyebrows knitted. "Laura's not my cousin." 

Mylene raised an eyebrow. 


Ian continued: "She's a friend. From my university days." 

"And, how was Burlington?" 

"A bit wet for my liking", said Ian, wondering how Mylene 
knew where he'd been. He hadn't told her — not directly anyway. 
"Do you go there often?" Mylene asked a little stiffly as she 

pulled some scrabble tiles out of the bag. 

"I've been there a few times in my life. Nice place. And the lake 
is lovely." 

"Oh. Okay. I've never been. Well, not never. I've visited 
Plattsburgh before, mainly for shopping, but not for the lake." 

Ian felt that Mylene was being a little flippant regarding Lake 
Champlain. "The drive up is kinda boring." He played a triple 
word score and marked down the points. "It's all autoroute and 
interstate." 

"You could've taken the scenic route." 

Ian began to feel that Myléne was lecturing him. He wasn't 
comfortable with this. "Well, maybe next time." 

She looked at him sharply. 

He was even less comfortable with this. He wanted to tell her 
something else but thinking better of it. 

She played a bingo. There were a few tiles left. This game was 
as good as over. "Ian? How old are you?" 

"Thirty-six." 

Mylene looked at him knowingly, nodding slowly. She drained 
the last of her beer, all half-bottle of it. 

Ian got the impression that Mylene wanted to ask him another 
pointed question and or make another flippant comment. 
Normally, he girded himself against such attitudes and got quickly 
prepared with ripostes. But this was Mylene he was talking to. 
She was perhaps the last person he wanted to make feel put out. 
They had come so far in so little time, and he totally didn't want 
things to stop, but he couldn't fathom her change in attitude. 
Worse, he couldn't deal with it, but he felt he had to restrain 
himself from saying anything foolish or hurtful. He decided to say 
the most innocuous thing he could think of. 

"Another game?" asked Ian, forcing a smile while picking up 
the tiles from the board. 


Mylene started to put on her coat. "Actually, I have to be 
somewhere else", she lied. 

"Okay. Hang on: I'll walk you to the metro." 

"Um, that's okay. I need some air." She looked at Ian and forced 
a smile. "Thanks for this evening." She waved bye, meekly. 

Ian tried to smile. "This evening" had only been a half-hour. 

"Take care." 

She kept her forced little smile and then left. 

Scrabble board bare, exposed, tiles bagged. Ian, alone, beer on 
table; sense of bewilderment. Stunned and dumbfounded. 
Questions about Burlington. Why? Bewilderment — confusion — 
resignation over incomprehension — confusion once more. Rinse 
and repeat. 

The way he figured things, either more alcohol, a long walk, or 
a good night's sleep would help sort things out. 

The minute he stepped outside, he sensed the long walk option 
would win out, and not for the best reason. He ran into Cees, who 
asked him how things were going and what was up. Ian felt that 
he should have seen this coming: Le Mouton Noir was just down 
the street. And, from what Ian had heard, Cees was given to 
spending more and more evenings there these days, be it by 
himself or not. Ian told him no more than he felt Cees had the 
right to know. 

Cees looked around. "Where's Herman?" 

Ian got confused. "What?" 

Cees noticed the look on Ian's face. "Never mind. He's not 
important. Look, I know you want to talk about what happened at 
the AGM, but some of us were talking just now about this 
election." 

Ian po-faced and nodded. 

"At least he wasn't drinking alone." 

He estimated that there had been perhaps two others, one of 
those just happened to be passing on the street but saw Cees and 
smelled the possibility of free alcohol in the immediate future. 
The other was most likely the server going through a lull in shift 
and having not much better to do. "What of it?" 

A long walk it was. 


Cees went on at great length, from traffic light to traffic light, 
about helping somebody win another seat for the NDP somewhere 
on the Island of Montreal. Ian wasn't really paying attention 
where, being fairly content to let Cees gab at length about his 
"winning" formula. However, the more Cees rambled on about his 
plan, the more Ian's inner troubleshooter and fix-it man got 
annoyed with all the holes in it and wished that Cees had gotten 
hammered and started explaining his plan to the walls. Worse, he 
knew where this was all going. He wanted to interrupt Cees to tell 
him that he was way in over his capabilities on this but 
remembered the last such conversation and just how much Cees 
liked them one-sided and often accused others of not listening 
whenever someone interrupted him about anything. He did this 
even when someone let him finish but still disagreed with him on 
anything. This made Ian often wonder what, and how much, Cees 
smoked. 

By the time they finished, they were up where Cees' parents 
lived on St-Valliers in La Petite-Patrie. Cees asked Ian what he 
thought. Ian could only respond with a "Sounds-good-whatever- 
you-think" kind of answer. 

"Whatever 'T' think?" 

"Yeah." Ian nodded and smiled. "Whatever you think." 

Cees looked at him strangely, as if to expect more than that. In a 
previous time, Ian might have given him more than that, but only 
if he were inclined to do so. Right now, he wasn't. 

"In any case, Cees, nice talking to you again, but I have to get 
the metro. I'm on shift in an hour", lied Ian, figuring this was 
something else that no longer concerned Cees. 

"Hey? This isn't about how the Alumni Association AGM went, 
is it?" 

Ian shook his head and bunched his lips. "Why would it be? 
Didn't everything go according to plan?" 

Cees looked at Ian curiously. "Well, no. We didn't win." 

Ian raised his eyebrows. "And who planned things?" 

Cees gave him a glib look. "I did, after you gave me feedback." 

"The 'feedback' was me telling you your plan was shit", Ian 
wanted to say but chose not to. He opted for a look of disbelief. 


Cees' expression softened. He realized what he was getting into 
and what Ian was getting at. He figured it a good idea not to say 
anything more. 

"Give my regards to the others", said Ian. 

"Hey, one more thing: Angéle came around not long ago with 
some other guy. You've gotta straighten her out, man." 

Ian shrugged his shoulders. "How does this concern me? She's a 
free woman. She can go out with whomever she wants." 

"What do you mean? She's your woman. Why are you letting 
her see some other guy?" 

Ian looked at Cees in disbelief. "You have got to be shitting me. 
Are you for real?" 

"What's the matter? Don't think you're worth it?" asked Cees in 
a whiny voice. 

"Angele and I broke up, man, like, over two months ago. Have 
you been asleep the whole time or just stoned out of your gourd? 
Look, I don't wanna talk about it, and I have no time for your 
bullshit about romance. Sorry bud, but based on what you did to 
Tony and Debbie, you're the last person on earth who should 
lecture me on relationships." 

Cees was taken aback. He decided to change the subject in an 
attempt to keep Ian's attention. "What's with the board game?" 

"Scrabble. You remember? I play it? What were your words 
then? 'Give that shit up'?" 

Give up that shit’." 

"Whatever." He never did and wouldn't have any of it. If one 
group of his friends wasn't about to play Scrabble with him, he'd 
simply look for a partner elsewhere. He wasn't about to take 
orders from someone who smoked or drank his troubles away — 
sometimes both. "Anyway, I really gotta go. Catch ya on the 
flipside." 

"That was a good show you had. Flipside." 

"Yeah. It was. A great show for another era." 

"I don't like what Jessie did with it." 

"She took it to the next level. In any case, criticism is easy, but 
if you want something done right, you gotta do it right yourself." 
Ian shot Cees a look. "Just like the AGM, right?" Ian winked at 


him. "Stay safe." 

Beneath the weighted blanket of urban night sky, Cees was 
wordless. 

On the metro ride back home, Ian felt a little guilty for having 
verbally taken apart Cees. But he felt his frustration growing. 
Cees had a way with words, one so convincing that others agreed 
with him just so he'd like them. But Ian knew that Cees' head was 
often in the past, and that every present action or plan filtered 
through that past. Still, Cees' comments about Angéle burned Ian 
simply because he felt that Cees was in denial. But Ian's 
assessment that Cees was far from being an expert on romance 
didn't quite hit the mark, though it did wound Cees enough. Cees 
was more the romantic train-wreck: ill-suited to dispense 
relationship advice while wholly unable to get his own shit 
together. Cees had always seen himself as one of those knight-in- 
shining-armour types, one who felt that Ian should "fight for his 
woman", even after things were over. Cees was also the type to 
think that any man interested in an already-taken woman should 
go in there and bust up that relationship. Back in university, Cees 
was fast and loose enough with the love-shitty advice that he 
caused more than one relationship to go into doubt. The damage 
he'd done to one of Ian's political protégés, Tony, so much that 
Tony ignored Cees whenever he could. Tony and Debbie got 
married in the end and never looked back. 

Ian's frustration hardly modulated when he thought about Cees' 
recent ludicrous political scheme. "Sounds like a four-pitcher 
plan", thought Ian, quipping about how many drinks Cees must 
have downed to concoct such a craptacular plan. "Plus at least 
two shots. No, three." Cees used to go to Ian about how to best 
execute a plan. Cees changed his attitude a few years ago when he 
decided he didn't need anyone to give him feedback on his plans: 
They were foolproof enough. 

"Sad to say, but he hasn't had a good plan since undergrad. And 
for his foolproof plans, they forgot to tell him that somebody 
upgraded the fool." 

Ian also knew that Cees constituted only a certain portion of his 
present frustration. There was also the mystery that was Mylene's 


late arrival, attitude change, line of questioning, and sudden 
departure earlier this evening before Cees chance-encountered Jan 
and bent his ear for some kilometres. Myléne had been entirely 
someone else compared to their previous meet-up. He began to 
wonder if something else was amiss here. He also wondered if he 
was falling for Mylene, or maybe he simply enjoyed her company 
so much that, when she wasn't there, he missed her. Terribly. 
Frustration turned to dread over the idea that he'd not see her 
again. He stopped thinking about this out of fear of anxiety setting 
in and then decided he needed to think through things and take his 
time doing so. Haste wasn't his friend. He needed time to think. 


Mélanie thought about the conversation she'd had with Mylene 
the other day. 

It was something that Mylene had brought up suddenly upon 
arrival at her parents’ place. In her initial phone call, Myléne had 
said that she wanted to stay for the night and that she needed to 
talk to Mélanie, one-on-one. 

Mélanie felt that Mylene could've given her at least an idea of 
what she'd wanted to talk about. It may have been a day off for 
Mylene, but Mélanie had work to do at her job, work that would 
still have to be addressed, calling in sick notwithstanding. 
Mylene's sparse speech had given Mélanie cause for concern. 

Mylene had told Mélanie that it was a difficult situation with 
someone who'd not been 100% honest. Mélanie had hoped that 
her advice was sound. 

Back at her desk, dealing with paperwork, Mélanie had a 
sudden pang of suspicion over what she was beginning to think 
was advice given in haste, perhaps for a not-entirely-thought-out 
situation. She hoped that Mylene hadn't done anything she'd later 
regret. 


Ian was a little creeped out. A former co-worker had friend- 
requested him on Facebook. Normally this wouldn't concern him, 
but said former co-worker had been rather the immature nuisance 
at work and not entirely a friend of Ian's. Ian wasn't sure that he 
wanted this guy pestering him for any reason on social media. He 


also found the guy's friend request rather ill-timed. 

This wasn't what creeped Ian out. This guy got his wife 
pregnant and tried to force her to have an abortion. She left him, 
only to be accused of sleeping with another co-worker, with the 
former co-worker saying the kid was that guy's. 

Most everyone else on the floor sided with him. 

"They didn't even question him. They didn't even talk to her." 
Ian's ex-boss was best friends with this guy and tried covering 
for him. The ex-boss was already starting to lose it by the time Ian 
had come back from vacation overseas. In fact, this ex-co-worker 
called in sick the same last week that Ian decided to cut his two- 

week notice short by one week. 

"Yeah, 'sick'." 

After accepting the friend request, Ian learned very quickly that 
this guy had been fired and soon went on a bend about illuminati 
and global cabals and conspiracy theories and other such 
nonsense. 

"Who knows how that will play out? Probably not well. Maybe I 
should set him up with Lucie. No, bad idea. They might breed." 

Ian preferred to put it all out of his mind. He felt he didn't have 
time for this shit. He ignored his former co-worker's rantings and 
invitations to join this group or that. He wished he could do more 
than that. 

Toilet flushed, Ian made his way back to the bar. Then Brendan 
walked in. Ian smiled and was about to say "hi". 

"Sorry Ian, I can't talk to you", said Brendan. 

"The hell?" 

Brendan continued to look at Ian the same way, as if to say 
"don't push it", and walked towards the men's toilet in the back of 
the bar. Ian wasn't about to push it with someone who looked like 
he had twice Ian's muscle mass, leg injury aside. 

Ian thought it bizarre but then no longer wondered why Brendan 
cancelled their rendez-vous two days ago. Something was up, and 
Ian wasn't sure he was in the mood to figure out what. 

"Hey cutie." It was Jillianne. "Do you ever leave this place?" 

"Yeah, whenever they put out the trash", responded Ian, 
wondering how Jillianne even remembered his face in the real 


world. 

"I'm looking for Brendan. Have you seen him?" 

"Yeah, thattaway", he said pointing towards the back. 

Jillianne smiled at Ian in a certain way and then walked towards 
the back. 

"There's potential in that guy, whatever his name is." 

Ian was perplexed by what had just happened. He also got a 
very odd feeling off of Jillianne. He ordered another pint. 

Isabelle looked at him curiously and leaned in. "Not telling you 
what to do..." 

"Go on. Say it." 

"...but at the rate you're drinking pints, a pitcher would've been 
cheaper." 

Ian laughed. "Too true. And...?" 

"...and be careful around that one", she said, casually pointing to 
where Jillianne and Brendan were standing and talking. "Marie 
told me lots of things." Isabelle smiled and waved goodbye to 
those two as they left the bar. Ian looked at the TV screen, on 
mute, pretending to be interested in lip-reading a bunch of living 
bobbleheads seemingly talking minutiae about off-season sports. 

Ian smiled casually at Isabelle, not turning his head at all. "You 
know me enough to know how I feel about gossip or idle chatter." 

"And you know me enough to know that I don't do gossip or 
idle chatter." 

"Fair point. So? What's the deal with her? She sees me on social 
media, maybe in passing, I don't know how she knows my name, 
yet somehow talks to me as if we know each other — not going 
full snob here, but still... And she gave me a peculiar look, like I 
don't know what. And now she's gone off with Brendan, who 
won't talk to me, incidentally. And she got over Marie pretty 
quickly, which is suspicious at best. Trebles and stark 
incomprehension all 'round then, folks?" 

"So you believe Marie?" 

Ian hummed and hawed. "Yeah." He nodded. "Yes. I've seen her 
here only two times, but she's never given me the impression of 
being a chronic liar or even someone who'll say anything to save 
her own tush. The fact that she believed that she was in a 


relationship with Jillianne, yeah, I see no reason not to believe 
her." 

"Yeah, me too." 

Ian smiled. "Now if I can just figure out what's Brendan's 
bugbear. Said he won't talk to me." 

"Actually, he said 'can't' talk to you. As in not or no longer 
capable." Isabelle told Ian what she knew. 

Ian was quite suddenly overwhelmed by a sense of urgency. 
He'd met Brendan only a few weeks ago but felt that they'd hit it 
off, even if it was on a semi-pro basis. He felt like he should warn 
Brendan of what may come up but then realized two things: One, 
he didn't feel so strongly against Jillianne to do this to her; and 
two, he figured things might be different this time around. After 
all, his two times meeting Marie barely constituted fully knowing 
her and, aside from what Isabelle had said, he probably didn't 
have the full story in any case. He also figured that he wasn't 
likely to get the full story either: Mylene wasn't on talking terms 
with him, and Marie was friends with her. He wasn't sure he was 
likely to come around while Marie was on shift. He felt 
despondent, unable to do what he thought was right without it 
flying full-force back in his face. Even inaction would probably 
put him in the wrong. 

"You're in your head. I can tell", said Isabelle. 'I once had a 
boyfriend like that." 

"That's one way of putting it", said Ian. "Was he a nice guy, at 
least?" 

"I wouldn't get involved if I were you." 

"What? With Brendan & Jillianne? Or your ex?" 

"Yes." 

"Damned if I do, damned if I don't." 

"Which is the lesser of two evils?" 

"I hate 'evil', you know that?" 

"I think you're too big-hearted to like it. Kinda like that ex I was 
talking about." 

"Eh, I have to wonder if I've ever met this ex of yours." 

"It's Montreal: It's always possible." 

Ian smiled. "Yeah, I think you know me by now. I'm not perfect, 


though. I've done some bad shit in my life." 

"Who hasn't?" 

"Two wrongs don't make a right." 

"But they do make it even." 

Ian laughed. "Yeah, that they do. Can. Sometimes." 

"So, the left hand of redemption, or the right hand of 
retribution?" 

"I'm a big believer in retribution myself — divine or otherwise. I 
blame my upbringing." It was Adam. "I think I left something 
here." 

"This?" Isabelle asked, holding up a small notebook. 

"That's the ticket." 

Ian's eyes opened wide. "Adam! Hold up a sec. I need you to do 
a favour for me." 

"Sure. Anything." 

"I need you to pass on a message to Mylene." 

"Anything but that. I like you, Ian. You're a friend, but 
whatever's going down between you and Mylene, I don't want to 
get involved." 

"No, no. It's not like that. It's about Brendan." 

"And definitely not that. No desire to get a turbo-wedgie." 

"Jillianne then?" He looked at Isabelle. "Please?" 

Isabelle told Adam what she'd told Ian earlier. 

"Shit", said Adam. 

"Take it to Mylene", said Ian. "She'll know what to do with that 
info. She likes Brendan. You don't have to say it's from me. She'll 
have to respond." 

Adam nodded. "Okay. I will. I don't know how, but I will. Ian? 
The next time we meet, we'll have to talk, okay?" 

Ian nodded. He had no idea what Adam needed to talk to him 
about but got the feeling that he should look forward to it. 


Ian wondered what he was even doing here. 

A phone call from Cees, speaking in a somewhat subdued tone 
and following their long walk the other night, saw Ian agreeing to 
meet up at LMN. 

He still had to wonder what he had been thinking when he said 


yes. 

As Cees alternated between the soporific drone about olden 
days and the enthusiastic spurts of ideas, Ian began to fall into a 
sense of comfort, one coming from the familiar, one avoiding 
surprises leading to confusion. In this sense, he was willing to put 
up with sitting in Cockamamie Class of one of Cees' flights of 
fancy. 

As Cees droned on, he mentioned something that Ian had first 
heard from Herman but thought he was full of it: that Cees 
wanted to kick his ex-turned-roommate out, the one whose name 
was on the lease for their apartment. Ian asked if she was paying 
rent. Cees said yes, but he was earning more money than she was 
and he felt that he should have a greater say in all matters 
apartmental, even if his name wasn't on the lease. Jan was 
shocked to hear Cees say this, as he always seemed so generous 
and charitable. Then again, Ian could recall a time when Cees said 
that people who donate to or near the maximum to a political 
party should be allowed to have a greater say in said political 
party's matters. Ian was stunned at the idea that a self-avowed 
leftist like Cees would espouse a blatantly privileged economic 
attitude. Ian would've laughed at the irony of it all, if only Cees 
had been joking about it. 

Fun fact: He hadn't. 

When Ian had initially heard this, he wasn't sure if he should 
believe Herman, considering how faulty Herman's memory 
seemed to be of late. Ian decided to shelve all this, although not 
the part about money and political parties: It seemed like 
something Cees would say. 

And then it all came back to things predictable, the things that 
Cees would say. It amused Ian, not in a humourous way, but for 
the familiarity of it. He took comfort in all this and decided not to 
get stressed anytime Cees tried to bait him into a contentious 
discussion. 

"I mean, listen, they represent, what, the upper 5%, 10%, of all 
grads since who knows when, in terms of income bracket?" asked 
Cees, speaking of those involved in the CUAA. 

"If that much", said Ian, now back in the discussion after 


contemplating other Cees-oriented events. 

"And they're pretty much Boomers. You were at the AGM. You 
saw them." 

"Maybe a few older Xers, too." 

"Nah nah nah, okay maybe one. In any case, they have complete 
authority to speak on our behalf." 

"Sure, and that's what happens when you don't show up to 
AGMs." 

"After what I saw, who would want to go to an annual general 
meeting? Association business, exec reports, election of new exec. 
No room to debate any issues. Boring." 

"New officers who set the agenda for the next AGM and make 
policy decisions in between?" 

"And...?" 

"You said it not five seconds gone: 'no room to debate any 
issues'. The agenda's not set in stone, man. Run a slate, get on the 
exec, set the agenda for the next AGM, add in those debates you 
want so badly, and get the AGM to take stands." 

Cees nodded lightly. "Okay, here's the plan. Next time, we need 
to run a slate." 

"Sounds sound", said Ian, trying not to scoff at what to him had 
been obvious all along. By now, he'd gotten used to wasting 
oxygen around people like Cees. 

"We need to run a slate." 

"Brilliant", muttered Ian, sipping his pint and rolling his eyes at 
the obvious. 

"Once we're on the inside, it'll be business as usual, no rocking 
the boat right away." 

"We'll have already rocked the boat just getting elected. We'll be 
under a microscope from thereon in, our every word and move 
under scrutiny." 

"Did you even listen to what I said?" 

"Cut the horseshit, Cees. I always listen to you." 

"So that's all?" 

"Course not! You wanted my feedback, and I'm giving it. So 
stow the suburban high-school attitude and listen up." 

Cees stared right at Ian while raising his glass to his mouth. He 


wondered if Ian's own attitude didn't need correcting. 

"As with last time, you've left two things out of your grand 
plan", Ian continued. "First off, you said 'we' need to run a slate. 
There're 10 positions on the exec. Can I take it by 'we' you mean 
‘me and you'?" 

"For starters." 

"Who else?" 

"Ken, Herman, Murray, Angele, Valerie..." 

"...who took one course at Concordia before jumping to McGill. 
She'll get disqualified in a shot. We'd still need four others, and 
that's providing those who you've mentioned agree to your plan." 

"That might be difficult." 

"Why's that?" 

"Do you know how many people I've managed to piss off since 
2002?" 

Ian almost rolled his eyes at this repetition. Hearing it never 
sparked despair but it was day/night predictable that Cees would 
bring it up in conversation. Cees had the reputation of 
antagonizing people away by degrees. 

"In some cases, 180 degrees", thought Ian. 

Ian knew that at some point in the evening Cees would guffaw 
and say it didn't matter, as there were always new people for him 
to convince and/or befriend. But Ian knew this to be a defence 
mechanism: It offset the sight of fewer and fewer people around 
Cees, as well as Cees gaining the sort of unwanted reputation that 
usually preceded someone like him. Cees had become so aware of 
this that Ian deciding to fade to the background had left a rather 
large chair numbingly vacant. 

"It was obvious at the AGM", said Ian. "Not exactly the massive 
crowd of yore, was it?" 

Cees gave Ian a look, wondering why this was being rubbed in. 

Ian continued: "Don't look at me like that, man. You insisted on 
planning the whole thing. I didn't protest this. I was the epitome 
of a friend the entire time." 

"You left the AGM early." 

"I left after I cast my votes." 

"Still..." 


"Stop fishing. Like I say, the epitome; the perfect example. I 
knew you'd fuck it up, and I still supported you." Ian calmed 
down and reclined in his chair, hands splayed. "I didn't contest 
any idea you had, publicly or privately. I didn't make a fool of 
you; I went along every step of the way." 

Cees knew from experience that this wasn't Ian's definition of 
friendship. It was something he had to accept about Ian down 
through the years. But as he got older, Cees found it difficult to 
accept anything different from what he knew. He didn't appreciate 
how Ian was being patronizing towards him at this moment. 
However, whether by accident or by design, Cees had been put at 
a disadvantage. 

"Couldn't you have contacted others?" asked Cees. 

"Still with the fishing? Sorry, that's not my sport. Yours neither." 

Cees looked at Ian strangely. 

"In any case", continued Ian, "you didn't ask me, and there's no 
sense looking for excuses in others. What's done is done. But I get 
the feeling you didn't call me here to hash out where you cocked 
it all up." 

Cees wanted to kill Ian, not because Ian was irritating but 
because Cees hated being wrong. 

"Next year's AGM", Cees started. 

"Yeah, I got that the first 10 times tonight. So you wanna fuck 
that one up, too?" 

Cees sighed. "Listen, what do you want?" 

"To be a part of something successful, asshole. You insisted on 
organizing this time out. So far, it's history repeating. I'm waiting 
for you to deliver. Or would you rather I play an essential part the 
next time?" 

"Go on." 

"Two things. If we don't have enough people to run a slate, the 
plan's a deader, just like the last time." 

"You mentioned two things", said Cees, matter-of-factly. 

"The first thing isn't worth a warm bucket of spit unless the 
second thing's already in place. To wit, we need to stack the room. 
So unless you think we can win based on the strength of our 
arguments alone..." 


"You always know how to ruin my ideas", said Cees in an 
almost resigned and pouty manner. 

"Not at all. I told you what you had to do to make it so, but I 
guess that's too much effort for you, ain'it? Rallying people 
together like that now? Not like in the good ol' days, when you 
could pack the auditorium to standing room only! And have them 
all agree with you, to boot. Nosirreebob." 

"Do you think you could do better?" 

"Of course. I'm the grown-up man with the solid plan. Not by 
much, tho'. Let's face it: Our table used to have lots more chairs 
around it. So, if we go through with this, we'll need new allies. It's 
all about numbers, man." 

"Fuck numbers. We can do this." 

"With what, MacGyver? Two people, no real plan, some liquid 
courage, and a whole lot of attitude? Maybe a straw and a 
paperclip, too?" 

Cees sighed, resigned. "Yeah." 

"Yeah", said Ian, looking starkly at Cees and nodding. "And 
we'd need a platform or slogan for the undecided; okay, so taking 
radical positions isn't a good way to start off. We need more 
input." 

"We need more people." 

"Like I said." 

Cees hated it when Ian was right. He also loved it when Ian was 
right. 

"Excuse me: It's Ian, isn't it?" said a man standing behind Ian. 

Ian turned around and smiled. "Yeah! Joe, right?" 

"That's right. How did things go? Sorry we didn't stick around 
for the whole day. How did your team do?" 

"Ah that's alright. Two silvers and a gold, one of those silvers in 
the 2K. Enough to displease my parents, I'm sure." 

Cees smiled wryly. He had no idea what event Ian was talking 
about, but he recalled as much about Ian's past and his parents. 

Joe smiled, though he wasn't quite sure why he should. 

"Thanks for coming out that day. I didn't expect to have so 
many fans there. Took two days before my ego deflated." 

Joe laughed. "Well, Myléne can be pretty convincing." 


"That she can." Ian smiled but with a little hesitation. "So what 
brings you to a dive like this?" 

He pointed to a table. "That's my old gang. This is our old 
haunt, or one of them anyway." 

"Ours, too. Say, Joe? You went to Con U, didn't you?" 

"I did, and so did they." 

Ian and Cees looked at each other, eyes wide, almost smiling. 

"Hi Joe, I'm J-C, but my friends call me Cees. Say, what do you 
think of our alumni association?" 


Cees slipped slowly into the bottom of his pitcher, now nearly 
empty and in his hand. 

Ian was quite wrapped up in what Joe's group was talking about, 
namely who they were going to track down from their days at 
university and how they'd intended to pull off Cees' plan. 

Cees felt increasingly apart from his own plan and conceded to 
himself that his opinion wasn't going to matter in the greater 
scheme of things. 

Ian had always figured himself to be quite the strategist and 
trouble-shooter. But in the presence of one of Joe's friends, Fil, he 
was like a student again, and he felt happy about it. Fil was able 
to see the problem from angles that even Ian hadn't thought of. 
For Ian, it felt good to be in this mode once more. And Jan and Fil 
seemed to complement each other in troubleshooting. For every 
angle Fil saw, Ian saw a new way to improve it or avoid it if it 
were problematic. He began to feel a distance from his current 
dilemma as well as back in the game. 

Cees' head wasn't following the game at this point — it was 
bobbing. It looked like he could fall asleep at any moment. 

Ian began to wonder why he even agreed to meet up with Cees 
in the first place. He then recalled that he presently had no one 
else to occupy his time and attention. He also recalled that he 
wouldn't be enjoying his time with these others if he hadn't agreed 
to meet Cees in the first place. 

At some point, Fil said something about contacting a guy named 
Rob. Ian learned in the course of the evening that Rob and Fil 
used to be classmates in Engineering. Another of this group, 


Josianne, spoke up and said that it may be a good idea to leave 
Rob out of this. Joe looked at Josianne curiously before his eyes 
widened a bit, enough for Ian to notice. 

Something else Ian noticed was the way Fil's partner, Mélanie, 
looked at people. Ian had seen that look before but from green 
eyes rather than soft brown. It was a look that scrutinized but 
never judged. At some point, Mélanie noticed Ian looking at her. 
She smiled a smile, which also seemed familiar to Ian. He smiled 
back at her, inexplicably feeling a tinge of melancholy from all 
this. 

Cynthia suggested that the alumni association was spending far 
too much money on ads in country-wide newspapers, especially 
to interfere in student affairs and influence the student elections. 

Nathan said it would be more cost-effective to use mail-outs, 
emails, and general website info, saying that newspaper ads were 
becoming passé. He also said that the CUAA was no longer 
relevant in the minds of its members; that the biggest challenge, 
beyond communications and participation, would be to make the 
association matter once more. 

Mélanie came back in and said that mail-in ballots, and maybe 
electronic ballots too, would be a good idea to increase voter 
participation, so it wasn't just the people who bothered to show up 
at the AGM who decided. She said that it was possible at 
companies with a co-operative structure for members to vote 
either in person or by internet, so why not with their alumni 
association. 

Murray arrived at this point and stated that electronic balloting 
is either expensive or lacking in verification, making it pointless 
as a suggestion. 

Fil stared intensely at Murray and responded that there was 
nothing pointless about it at all. In fact, it was something that 
would have to be done eventually anyway, especially considering 
that not all grads lived in the greater Montreal area, but conceded 
that it could be achieved in the long term. 

Ian noticed the way Fil looked at Murray and became spooked 
at the possibility, however faint, that two people he knew had that 
look in their eyes, one of whom was no longer accessible to him. 


A small sadness came over him but he masked it and then chimed 
in to say that these were all excellent points to campaign on, and 
these would definitely set their team apart from the others. This 
could turn the tide regarding first-timers at an AGM or even those 
sitting on the fence. But there was still the need for definite like- 
minds. He insisted that they stack the assembly. 

Joe and Josianne came up with a game plan in almost-blinding 
fashion and started assigning who was supposed to contact whom 
and to do what. Joe mentioned his brother-in-law Danny and his 
group, saying that Ian had already met Danny. 

Ian's eyes went wide. He hadn't considered this. He said nothing 
more but instead continued to pay attention to how the plan was 
unfolding. 

Cees was dozing, oblivious to all these details, the kernel of his 
plan now only in his dreams. 


Josianne gave Joe a certain look. He knew how to react to it. 

"Rob called me the other day", said Josianne, outside, lighting a 
cigarette. 

Joe went cold. 

"He hadn't called me for a week or two, at my insistence. 
Actually, it was more complicated than that." 

Joe gave a fer-cryin-out-loud look. 

Josianne looked at him, spooked. "In any case, he was frantic, 
practically crying." 

"Hard to imagine him that way. He was so 'typical' the last time 
I saw him." 

"And yet, there he was, on the other end, sounding like he was 
two steps away from a nervous breakdown. He told me Joannie 
called him after all these years and wanted to meet up with him, 
but instead, he found out she'd died years ago and ended up 
meeting a daughter he didn't know he had." 

Joe's eyebrows were arched. He feigned ignorance. "I imagine 
he would be surprised to hear that." 

"Surprised doesn't begin to cover it. Try shocked? And once she 
revealed herself as his daughter, she practically demolished him in 
short order. He says that now he has to go back to therapy to get 


his head sorted out again. Can you imagine?" 

Joe bunched his lips and shook his head. "Never. He's always 
been so sure of himself. And 'back to therapy'? I wasn't aware he'd 
been in therapy at all." 

Josianne leaned in. "Keep this to yourself. Don't even tell Trish, 
okay?" 

Joe nodded. 

"He told me he'd had some 'wake-up moment' — his words — 
after receiving a call a few years ago from someone claiming to 
be his daughter by Joannie. He'd told her he agreed to meet her 
but then suddenly skipped town, saying it was for work. His wife 
never knew he was going to see a therapist who he'd occasionally 
slept with before. Within two weeks, she'd helped him sort his 
head out." 

Joe was flabbergasted. "Why did he tell you all this?" 

Josianne hesitated. "That therapist wasn't his only extra-marital 
relationship." 

Joe was shocked but it subsided when he realized that all of the 
pieces fit. "Not to judge him, but I could never understand how 
someone who has it all should want more." 

Josianne exhaled cigarette smoke. "Rob has always been lucky 
in life but he has never woken up to all the good that he has. What 
he wants is always ‘over there’, out of his reach." She took another 
haul on her ciggie, hoping that it hadn't gone out. "But whatever 
is 'over there', he thinks he should have it. He thinks he's entitled 
to it." 

Joe shook his head. "What a waste. And to think he's come 
undone twice over a daughter he didn't know he had." 

"That's the sad part. The first time, yeah, the daughter. But the 
second time? He said it was news about Joannie." 

Joe feigned ignorance. "What about Joannie?" 

Josianne picked up insincerity in Joe’s voice. "Her death. That's 
what really demolished Rob, I think. And he met a daughter he'll 
never see again, one who seems to know way more about him 
than he does about her. And she delivered the blow about 
Joannie's death. And he said he never did get her real name. All 
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she said was 'Legacy'. 


"Legacy?" 

Josianne nodded and exhaled. "I have to wonder who she was." 

"Sounds like he was 'over there' for her and she did what he'd 
done to others." 

Josianne raised her eyebrows, exhaled, and managed a "yeah". 

Joe knew exactly who Rob's kid was but wasn't about to say. 
Only he & Trish knew that Dana wasn't their biological daughter 
but hadn't told any of his group about it, nor were they about to 
say anything. None of them knew what had happened to Joannie. 
They had all been out of her life by the time Dana was born, all 
except Joe that is. Joe felt overcome by a pang of guilt over what 
had happened between Dana and Rob. In helping Dana in this 
regard, he'd never intended to make a wreck out of Rob; rather, 
only to give him his due, for better or worse. He'd only intended 
to help his daughter. 

"What I don't get is", Josianne continued, "if Joannie is dead, 
and she & Rob had been split up for a while, then how could she 
have his child? I mean, she wasn't pregnant around us." 

Joe smiled awkwardly. 

Josianne looked concerned at Joe. "Was she?" 

Joe nodded. "Not around us, no. Later. And Rob was the father." 

"I didn't know." 

"It was after she'd pushed everyone away, and all because of 
Rob." Joe inhaled deeply. "How could you know? Joannie was 
alone by the time she conceived. Rob didn't even have the 
decency to come back." 

Josianne looked at Joe warmly. "But you did." 

"I was the first and only person she contacted later into her 
pregnancy, when it looked like Rob wasn't coming back. I don't 
know why me, of all people." 

"Well, you two were once quite close. I'm not surprised. I 
wonder what happened to her kid." 

Joe looked away. He wanted to display a smile, one more of 
pride than anything else. 

"You know what happened to her kid, don't you, Joe?" 

Joe arched his eyebrows. No smile. "Yeah. I do. She's probably 
out there someplace’, he said, not entirely lying, "and I'm sure she 


was simply a good person who was merely seeking answers but 
perhaps could've gone about things differently. I'm sure she 
couldn't have known what state Rob was in, any more than either 
of us did. Now that I think of it, I feel sorry for him." 
Josianne looked at Joe curiously. "There was a time when I don't 
think you showed any compassion toward Rob. What changed?" 
Joe looked up at Josianne and smiled. "Times." 


*Buzz buzz!* 

It was Ian's cellphone. 

The call was brief. 

He nodded as Mathilde spoke. 

There were few details. 

He would have to make a trip back to Trois-Rivieéres. It felt like 
he was about to make up for lost visits, but not in a good way. 

Early tomorrow would have to do. 


He walked slowly, carefully, entering the church. He took care 
not to slide his feet nor step too hard. He had no desire to make 
noise. 

From all appearances, he seemed to be the only soul about. He 
knew from past practice that this wasn't the case. He knew that 
today wouldn't be an exception. 

He made his way quietly toward the right side of the church's 
interior, stepped into the booth, sat down, closed the door, and 
waited. 

Joe wasn't one to go to church. Even though he was brought up 
going to church every week and at least once per year for 
confession, he hadn't had much use for church in any respect 
since he started Cégep all those years ago, save for weddings, 
baptisms, and funerals. He hadn't been to confession in quite a 
while. That was on a need-to-go basis. 

Today he needed to go. 

"What is your confession, my son?" 

Joe told the priest what was bothering him but doubted himself 
for a second, feeling as if he was merely thinking his confession 
while saying what he figured he wanted to say, which was 


something else entirely. He was more pre-occupied than he'd 
previously thought. 

He sought to keep his thoughts in order and at least get through 
the confession without sounding like a jabbering fool. He figured 
he'd have later on to sort out these other thoughts. 

"You must say an Our Father and two Hail Marys. After that, it 
is paramount that you forgive yourself, my son. And I fear that 
this will be the most difficult thing for you to do." 

Joe decided to take his time walking back home. He found it 
difficult to forgive himself — "the Padre was right" — but he told 
himself that he would. He had a few lingering doubts but 
managed to console himself by thinking “what's done is done". 
One block on, he reached into his pocket for his cellphone, in 
silent mode since before entering the church. He had a text 
message: one, from Trish, wondering where he was. At a cost of 
30¢ per message, she wasn't about to send off multiples. Nor was 
Joe, who responded, saying he was alright and "just needed to get 
some air". 

The last time Joe told Trish he “needed some air” was the last 
time he'd gone to the confessional. Trish no longer worried about 
where Joe had been. 

She looked up from her cellphone when she heard someone 
clackety-clack on the computer keyboard in the next room. It was 
Dana, using Joe's computer while hers was in the shop for repairs, 
headphones blaring with what could've sounded like 1970s-era 
progressive rock, if only it were recorded during that time, still 
dressed in retro frippery-style clothes and with two different 
coloured streaks in her hair (one more than yesterday), plus a pair 
of square-lensed sunglasses resting halfway down her nose, 
typing quickly but calmly. Trish smiled, wondering whether these 
new fashions were the new norm for Dana or just a passing phase. 

Dana stopped typing and saved her work. She was hungry. She 
turned around and saw Trish standing there. Dana smiled warmly. 

Trish marvelled at Dana's change in attitude. There was a time, 
not all that long ago, when Dana would have been startled under 
similar circumstances. Not now. Now she was quite casual. 

"All ready for the last barbecue of the season?" 


"Hell yeah", said Dana, grinning. 

Outside, the wind was a soft autumn breeze. Joe was amazed 
that they'd had so little rain by this time of year. He knew that, 
even in a city, no rain could be just as bad as too much. All the 
same, he thought some sunny days were good: He needed those 
for the next little while. 

What Josianne had said about Rob continued to roll around in 
Joe's head. He felt that he was on the road to forgiving himself but 
he feared that he wasn't about to forget what had happened any 
time soon. 

He became concerned about Dana's behaviour ever since her 
meeting with Rob. She hadn't become troublesome or rebellious. 
Quite the opposite: She'd become more laid back, less jittery and 
nervous — casual-frank, as Jamie had put it — and she'd gotten 
more into her studies than ever before. Joe thought that perhaps 
this was an aspect of Dana which was always inside her but had 
been too shy to come out and play. He felt like "good girl Dana" 
had hesitated to leave the cute comfortable cocoon and then 
spread her wings; like she'd strained and stressed to become, too 
occupied with some internal conflict. A part of Joe wondered if it 
was healthy for Dana to appear like her mom used to dress. 
Another part of him asked himself if this was who Dana was 
meant to be, to become. 

Yet another part of him wondered whether he should one day 
tell the rest of the group who Dana's bio-mom was. He'd already 
spilt the beans to Josianne regarding Joannie's kid, although she 
still wasn't aware that this was Dana. After some consideration, he 
stopped and breathed deeply. 

"No. Not a good idea." 


The heavy bag hanging from the ceiling of the dojo, if it could, 
would cry out in pain from all the kicking it got. 

Mylene had decided to continue Tae Kwon Do at the beginning 
of the academic year but up until recently had managed to go to 
only every second class, her mind having been on other things. 
From this point forward, she decided that she wasn't going to miss 
a single class. And she wasn't about to let anyone distract her 


from ultimately getting a black belt. She was determined to learn. 

She told herself she wasn't feeling frustrated, but if the heavy 
bag she was kicking had had feelings and speech, it would have 
spoken differently. 

Back in high-school was when the last time she'd felt this 
frustrated. She remembered the friends she'd made after that time. 
She recalled a chance encounter with the first of those friends 
who had changed the course of her life by as little as one degree. 
In the present, she towelled off and walked away, strangely 
empty, disappointed. 

She recalled the person she'd met in those showers back in high- 
school and how they had become fast friends. She was 
disappointed when they went their separate ways at the end of 
high-school. She recalled feeling joy whenever she received an 
email from this friend. Somewhere along the way, they dropped 
off each other's radars. Mylene had fallen in love and become 
absorbed in someone at Cégep. Her friend, Béatrice, was nervous 
about being in a school in another city. The last few emails 
Mylene received from Béatrice spoke of isolation and depression 
in general, the last one spoke of broken-hearted depression in 
particular but was not long on details. Mylene had wanted to 
respond but then suddenly had to contend with her own 
relationship problems. Almost at the end of her second and last 
year at cégep, Mylene finally felt clear-headed enough to send 
Béatrice an email but got no response. Radio silence. Mylene had 
taken too long to respond. 

After that time, Mylene had looked for Béatrice on the internet, 
hoping to find something. Béatrice had a knack for writing songs 
and playing guitar quite well, so Mylene thought for sure she'd 
find something online. 

But no. 

She'd checked Facebook and MySpace. 

Nothing. 

Flickr. 

Still nothing. 

She'd taken a chance with GeoCities, wondering if it still 
existed. 


It did, but again, nothing. 

She'd even started an account on a fairly new site called Twitter 
and searched that. 

Same thing. 

She'd felt despondent at the time but this soon turned to 
resignation. Perhaps it was the online reunion she'd had with 
Marie and Dana that had thrown her off the trail of searching for 
Béatrice — that, and the prospect of going to university in a big 
city, as well as living on her own. Along the road of Mylene's 
past, Béatrice had become a pleasant surprise in an otherwise 
unappealing situation — as someone once put it, "a friend for a 
season", now a friend of memory. 

She was determined to look up Béatrice again and reconnect. 
She would do this as soon as she got home. 

The dojo was well-situated, being near McGill. Marie made sure 
Mylene had a place to shower after working out. Now, making her 
way out of the showers, she had no distractions other than her 
studies and to wonder what had happened to that person. 

Mylene was roused from past thoughts when she physically 
almost ran into Adam. She gasped a little. She felt she should be 
angry at him but instead warmed to him. 

Adam looked awkward. "I was going to go to the university 
bookstore to look for optional reading." 

"Sounds fun." 

"But I'd rather hit Indigo and check out their graphic novels." 

Mylene thought this curious. She'd always been told that 
graphic novels were neither literature nor anything that she should 
waste her time with. "Beneath your attention", as someone once 
told her. 

"Want to join me?" he asked. 

Her curiosity in the lead, he showed her titles which he thought 
might interest her, based on whatever they'd talked about in the 
past, given what he knew about her. 

Myleéne's curiosity saw her immersed in a part of Adam's world. 
He was pleased enough with her, considering what they'd been 
subjected to recently. She felt a tinge of regret about having 
treated Adam poorly. 


He felt bad having deceived her to cover for Ian. Looking back, 
he wasn't even sure why he should've done that, considering that 
it caused more problems between Ian and Mylene than it was 
intended to solve. 

"Never again", he thought ruefully of good intentions and where 
they most often led. 

But he was happy not to get any more cold shoulders from her. 

Mylene picked up on Adam's change in attitude and quite 
suddenly became even more curious about him. She got the 
impression that he wanted to tell her something important. 

What Adam wanted to tell Myléne would have to wait. He 
hoped Ian wouldn't feel put out. 


He wondered would he ever stop smiling. 

Cammy caught his look and smiled right back. 

He made his way to the bar. Adam didn't feel like joining Ian 
and Herman but couldn't resist listening in on their conversation. 

Cammy arched her eyebrows up and down and then rolled her 
eyes. 

Adam had a pretty good idea which facial expression suited 
whom. 

Cammy whispered to Adam: Ian had told Herman he was 
confused about things in general but started to think it was a bad 
idea to have said that. 

Adam whispered a why but then he caught Herman's words. 

"Don't you think she's taking up a lot of your time?" 

Ian's face went perplexed. He didn't really have any plans this 
afternoon but also didn't really feel like drinking. Between Cees 
and Mylene, he knew what state his head was in and knew it 
enough to know that alcohol wouldn't help the situation. He was 
also not terribly in the mood for the company of fellow human 
beings, even friends like Herman. It was probably a good thing 
that the bar was near empty. 

"No", said Ian, shaking his head. "No, I can't say that's the 
case." 

"C'mon, Ian. She tells you about her one and only relationship 
and then says why she no longer believes in them. She's using you 


like a father-confessor figure." 

"Oh, and you didn't in a two-hour phone conversation after your 
dad died? Rinse and repeat later on when your mom followed 
him?" 

"That was different." 

"It's always 'different' when it's you, isn't it? Well, I don't see it. 
Me listening to her when she wants to get a load off her chest isn't 
any different from me listening to you under the same conditions. 
Same for anyone else. What's important is, people talk and I 
listen. Do you have any idea how many people I listened to up at 
the other bar?" 

Herman scoffed. "No one?" 

"When we had our get-togethers, when did you usually arrive?" 

"That's like asking me what I had for breakfast Sunday after 
your competition." 

"Eggs sunny-side up with bacon. White toast with marmalade. 
Decaf. Beans on the side. Bad gas after that. How's that so far?" 

"Well, good for you. I hope you ate well." 

"That was your breakfast, my friend." 

"Okay, your memory is better than mine. Want a medal?" 

"Point is, you usually arrived fashionably late while I usually 
arrived early. People drunk on their last pints from afternoons 
came up and talked to me — yes, out of the blue. And they wanted 
to get something off their chests." 

"As I said, 'father-confessor figure'." 

"You remember what you told me at the end of the phone 
conversation after your dad died? You said no one else picked up 
the phone. You said you had no one to speak to." 

"Maybe I did." 

"Fuck maybe", Ian laughed. "You did." 

Herman went silent, raised his eyebrows, and splayed his hands 
in resignation. 

Ian continued: "And did I ever once say it bothered me?" 

Herman pursed a smile. 

"Then why would it bother me that someone else wants to talk? 
A bit silly being selective like that, eh?" said Ian. 

"Just being a friend." 


"And thank you for that, but don't you think I can decide for 
myself if someone's 'using' me, as you tend to put it?" 

"It never hurts to have a second opinion." 

"And an unsolicited one at that. It usually hurts when I make a 
mistake but I learn from it, I get over it. Besides, lots of second 
opinions come from good intentions, and we all know which road 
is paved with those." 

"Mistakes? Like Angéle?" 

Ian smiled. "What are you playing at, Herman? Angéle was 
never a mistake — she was a romance of the time. After that, a 
learning experience. All my relationships are." 

"And your relationship with Mye-leen? What has this taught 
you?" 

Ian raised his eyebrows. 

Herman mumbled. "Okay, Mee-len, whatever, same thing." 

Ian wanted to laugh. "In any case, what relationship?" 

Herman looked at Ian, incredulous. 

Ian continued: "Mylene and I are not in a relationship, so I think 
you can close that subject." 

"I think I have to go to the toilet." 

"That's the first intelligent thing you've said so far today." 

"Excuse me", said Herman, getting up and not really believing 
Ian about Mylene. 

Adam watched Herman peripherally going toward the back of 
the bar. He got up from his barstool, went over to where Ian was 
sitting, and whispered something in his ear. 

Ian's eyebrows arched up and his eyes went wide. He looked at 
Adam, shocked, and then nodded and said "thanks". Adam also 
whispered something else, and Ian smiled widely. He could 
believe neither Adam's luck nor his own. Ian then turned around 
to look where Herman had gone and caught Cammy's gaze. She 
nodded at him in resignation but then smiled. From then on, Ian 
knew he could trust both of them. Herman was another matter. 

"Hey." It was Herman. He gathered his effects. "I gotta split." 

"Sit down, Herman", said Ian, calmly but firmly. 

"What?" 

"Sit down", he repeated, waving at a chair. "I've got something 


to ask you." 

Herman took the seat he'd vacated a few moments ago. 

"What did you do?" asked Ian, calmly. 

Herman had a puzzled look on his face. He shook his head. 

"To Mylene. What did you do to her?" 

"Well, nothing." 

"Let me rephrase that", said Ian, his patience slipping away: 
"What did you say to her?" 

"Well, nothing really. We just talked." 

"Oh. Just. Talked." Ian’s eyebrows arched up, his lips were 
pursed. "Is that so?" 

"I wasn't trying to hit on your girl or anything." 

"No, of course not, cause I told you not five minutes gone that 
there's no relationship." 

Herman rolled his eyes. "Was that all you wanted to tell me?" 

"No, I'm not finished." 

Herman tensed up. Somehow Ian knew about his conversations 
with Mylene. Ian's trouble-shooting abilities were in full swing, as 
far as Herman could tell. He wondered how he ever could have 
gotten away with it all. 

Bert came in and sat at the bar. Adam saw this and, looking 
straight at Bert, put his index finger to his lips. Ian was too busy 
glaring at Herman to notice that anyone had walked in or out. 

Herman looked at Adam, Cammy, and Bert, all looking at him. 
He wanted to glare at Adam but felt this would give away too 
much for Ian. It dawned on Herman that at least one of those three 
at the bar must have been responsible for Ian's knowing about 
things. 

"Sorry, Ian", said Herman, almost breaking down. "I was drunk. 
What can I say?" 

"Drunk both times? And in the afternoon? You who are, how did 
you put it, 'a prudent drinker’? Well, you're consistent, I'll give 
you that. Still, you know, you could've said sweet FA." 

Herman briefly glanced at the trio at the bar, not sure who it 
could've been who told Ian. Each one was privy to something 
Herman had said to Mylene. Confusion set in. 

The others at the bar laughed silently. 


"Look, I didn't think any harm would come of it", said Herman. 

"You didn't think, and let's leave it at that." 

"Oh what does it matter? If you're not with her, like you say, 
then she's on the market. And anyway, you're too old for her." 

"For her to be what? Fer fack's sake, man, we weren't even 
dating." 

"That's not what it looked like to others." 

"A) most of the time you don't even know what others are 
thinking, and B) I've never lived my life by what others think, so 
fuck what they think. We're just friends... were friends, no thanks 
to you", said Ian, voice beginning to rise. "Besides, I'm not ready 
for another relationship yet, something you can't get through your 
thick head. And she no longer believes in them." 

"Maybe she needs to meet the right man." 

Ian looked at Herman up and down. "What? Like you?" 

Herman went silent. "Look, I'm sorry. Maybe I shouldn't have 
said all that." 

"You're attracted to her, aren't you?" 

Herman looked down at the table. "So?" 

Ian sighed. "Admit it." He leaned in. "Well? She is beautiful. 
Isn't she?" 

Herman smiled and nodded. 

"Gorgeous beyond words, right?" 

Herman nodded more enthusiastically and smiled more widely. 

"Goddamned sly dog, arentcha Herman? Always gotta play the 
rival, eh?" Ian leaned back in his chair, smiling as if he were a cat 
about to pounce, if cats could smile. "Any time I'm in the orbit of 
a looker, you gotta go play saboteur, don't you? Ya gotta one-up 
me in conversation. Now I can see why you wanted to tag along 
with me post-Cees. So, okay I can charm the socks offa little old 
ladies. It's a blessing and a curse. Maybe I don't set out to make 
people smile, even if only for a few seconds, even on purpose, but 
I just do, and that's my life. But you? Fuckin' remora. You stick 
around me, hoping to ‘get lucky' and 'close the deal' on the 
‘merch’." Ian spoke those last three expressions slowly, 
contemptuously. "You remember using all those words? I do." 

"Ian, you're drunk. And you are being absolutely preposterous." 


"Drunk? I've hardly started!" Ian exclaimed, pointing to his pint 
glass, only some sips down. "An' I see quite clearly what you 
were tryin' to accomplish there, Herman. Well, bravissimo!" Loud 
applause. "Y'know, Herman, I'm gonna tell ya something. There's 
a difference between me and you plus most guys out there, Cees 
included. You all are a bunch of users. That's right: losers. An' you 
all see women as objects, to want, to desire, to possess, to please 
you and only you, as if those were the only roles of women in life. 
Y'know what? I'm willin' to bet that ya don't even know how to 
please anyone. And all those words I used before? Yours, and 
your type's. You all think you're so smart and cutesy but you're 
really just disrespectful, to women, to others, most of all to 
yourself." 

"Okay! Okay, Ian! Geez, I'm sorry I'm not perfect enough for 
you. And I've apologized to you already, but it's obviously not 
good enough, so I'm just going to leave now, okay?" 

"Perfect? Heh! I never even mentioned that word. Fine. An' 
while y'are leaving, do be a good man an' tell everyone in the city 
"bout my sexual past. Again!" 

Herman walked quickly out through the swinging twin doors. 
Not that Ian noticed that either: His own steam clouded his vision. 

Ian's teeth grinding made more noise inside his head than the 
bar music did outside of it. He decided that he was now and 
officially sick of the macho bull-calf shit that he went along with 
down through the years. The more he thought about it, the more 
he wondered why he even put up with the objectification of 
people in the first place — it was never something he believed in. 
He wondered if going along with it was as evil as perpetuating it. 
He felt angry at others. He was angry at himself. He felt worse 
when he recalled covering for Cees whenever Cees got too drunk 
at a party and couldn't keep his hands off of someone who'd said 
"no" more than once. Another sin in his life that Ian had to 
account for. 

"Live a proper life. Learn from my mistakes." 

He considered the mantra that he'd used for some years now. 
But to no avail: His anger clouded his thoughts far too much. 

"Y'know, if you grip that glass any tighter, you'll break it, and 


then I'd have to bandage that whole mess up. If you're nice, I may 
even remove the glass beforehand. And a right bloody mess it 
would be, too — emphasis on 'blood'." It was Bert. "Should I get 
the bandages in anticipation, or would paper towels do you just 
fine?" 

Tan relaxed a little and let out a small laugh. "You're pretty 
brave, comin' up to me in my curren’ state." 

"Not really. I mean, you could've pasted a scrawny li'l fecker 
like me for daring to speak after such a one-sided heated 
exchange, sure. But I figure, if you'd wanted to be violent, you 
would've taken that there", he said, pointing to Ian's glass, "and 
made so many fragments of it. But it's been 10 minutes. So far, no 
luck." 

Ian looked at Bert strangely. "Whaddya mean 10 minutes?" 

"Ten minutes, give or take. Since Herman left." 

"Ten minutes? Fer real?" 

"Yessir. Not that he didn't have all that coming to him..." 

Ian laughed. He looked at Bert, now sitting down. "Yeah, he did, 
and a long time coming, too. Sure. And I guess it's been that long, 
my state." He sighed. "I think I need a glass of water." 

"What's this here?" Bert asked, pointing to the pint of water on 
the table. "By the way, you're welcome. So, I don't suppose we'll 
see Herman around here much anymore." 

"Maybe me neither", said Ian, taking sips from his water. It was 
cool. He was amazed he'd taken so long to notice it. "Too many 
wonderful recent memories associated wi' this place. This city, 
too." Ian sounded sad saying all this. He gulped. "Maybe I should 
leave here. Start anew somewhere else. Do something else. Get to 
know others. Maybe I can be where my grandma was." 

Adam came over and sat down where Herman had been. He 
wanted to disinfect the chair first but decided instead to sit and 
smile sympathetically. "Where's she?" 

"Thataway", said Ian, pointing across the street, occasionally 
changing his direction by a degree or four, "in Three Rivers. One 
part of my family comes from there. I know the place. Somewhat. 
At least I'd never be too far away from where she was." 

"Was?" 


"Got the news the other day." 

"My condolences", said Bert. 

"Perhaps she's in a better place", said Adam. 

"Perhaps", said Ian. "And thanks." 

"You know, if you left, I'd miss you", said Adam. "And I think a 
bunch of us here would." 

Bert nodded in approval. 

"You and I each came into this place around the same time", 
continued Adam. "Since then, it's kind of like family here. Know 
what I'm saying? One more thing." 

Ian paid more attention. 

"I'm not into this whole male competition thing either, not even 
for fun." 

"No?" 

Adam shook his head and smiled. "B'sides, after my studies 
finish, you won't have to worry. If I ever do get competitive, just 
wait two years and it's hasta la vista, baby." 

Ian looked at Adam knowingly. 

"What?" Adam asked, smiling. 

"Have y'ever had one'a those flashes of insight 'bout someone? 
Like, you can see something ‘bout their future?" 

Adam smiled. "I was raised in a Christian household. 
Clairvoyance wasn't exactly a thing there. But yeah. Once. Why?" 

"Well, I saw you staying here. Don't ask how or why." 

"In Montreal?" 

"The same. Like, something will change in your life, something 
you can't see coming. Nothing bad, from what I can figure." 

"Well, until I reach that crossroads, I'm still on a clock: Study, 
graduate, and go back home. Speaking of going, I gotta make like 
a tree. Try not to do anything stupid while I'm gone, okay? I'm a 
bit low on cash to post bail." 

Ian laughed. 

"Works like a charm", said Adam then turning to Bert. 

"One of your lines?" Ian asked Bert. 

"Got some new ones." 

"Great. I'm in the stealing mood", said Jan. 

"Ah jeez!" 


"Hey, Adam." 

"Yeh?" 

"What gives? There's something different about you these 
days." 

Adam grinned. "Later, I promise. Ciao-ciao!" 

Ian smiled, legitimately curious about Adam. There was 
something different about him. "Ciao-ciao? That's something 
Marie tends to say", thought Ian. He knitted his eyebrows and 
smirked at the same time. 

Bert had a similar look on his face. 

They both said aloud, "Nah!" 


Ian had seen Jillianne's Facebook statement about Marie. 

He wondered what he'd been thinking in accepting her friend 
request. By this time, Ian had gotten to know Marie reasonably 
well, considering that their conversations happened over a bar and 
while she was on shift. Still, he felt that there were things he 
wished he knew about her but didn't: He felt she was the least 
known as far as Mylene circle of friends went. But she didn't 
come across to him as crazy, at least not according to the way 
Jillianne described that word. Aside from her appearing 
flamboyant and creative during those two bar conversations he 
had with her, Marie was still in part a mystery to him. 

He knew Jillianne even less, aside from the odd thing she'd 
posted on Facebook, so he couldn't glean much about Marie from 
Jillianne's posts. He couldn't glean much from Jillianne either. 
He'd only met her once and even then he got an odd vibe off of 
her, one telling him not to permit even so little as a hug from her. 
To Ian, Jillianne felt like bad news but he just couldn't figure out 
why. It wasn't like she'd created a bad first impression. 

"More like no impression." 

He looked at her Facebook statement once more and stood by 
his previous decision: He would believe Marie. Still, he decided 
to abstain from any discussion about Marie until he learned more, 
and even then, he might just keep his mouth shut. 

"All the better: My ears can work twice as hard." 

He looked at his Facebook emails. He noticed the previous 


email exchange that he and Mylene had had and re-read the latest 
parts of it. He wasn't sure why he chose to do this, but he was still 
curious to see if he hadn't overlooked some other detail. It 
occurred to him that the last message was nearly a week old. It 
quite suddenly took hold of him that Myléne's profile photo had 
become a generic silhouette, her name's letters in black. He 
passed the cursor over her name and clicked on it. Nothing. He 
typed in a brief message in the field at the bottom of the page and 
hit Return but was unable to send. That was a first for him. 

Blocked. 

He took a deep breath and then exhaled. He despaired of the 
thought of never seeing her, never being around her, never even 
saying hi to her, again, ever again. In such a short time, she'd 
taken such a space, whose existence he hadn't even been aware of, 
in his life that it felt empty without her. He tried to console 
himself by thinking of her only as a friend for a post-Angéle 
reason. No joy. Perhaps she had only been that to him at one point 
but it had since evolved into something more meaningful, almost 
permanent. 

"Maybe she wasn't supposed to be around me longer than that." 

No matter how much he tried to rationalize things, all of this 
was to no avail: He missed her terribly. 

His thinking took a wrong turn when he wondered if she missed 
him at all. Or was he merely an outlier to her? Perhaps a test of 
her breaking out of her usual routine of hanging around people 
her own age? Maybe it was just a bet between her and her two 
friends to see if she could get the undivided attention of some 
"loser" at the bar? Neither Dana nor Marie seemed the type to do 
this or encourage such thinking, from what Ian could see, so he 
tabled that inner line of questioning. He also had no desire to 
think ill of Mylene or her intentions. If he never saw Mylene 
again, he still preferred to remember her in as positive a light as 
possible. 

"Don't be sad that it's over; be happy that it happened." 

He went over things in his mind, searching for any negative 
possibility that would have added to Mylene regarding him in this 
way. Had he gone too far that weekend up at Mont-Tremblant? 


Aside from the power outage and spooning one night, they 
hugged on occasion while outside, but there was neither kissing 
nor petting nor holding hands. Mylene had known that Ian wasn't 
ready to dive into anything serious — he'd mentioned it enough 
times — so none of this tracked. In fact, the more he thought about 
that weekend at Tremblant, the less inclined he was to think 
anything was amiss about it. 

It still mystified him that she'd asked about Burlington — same 
thing with Violette and Trois-Riviéres. He hadn't told her that he 
was even going away for any length of time. He began to wonder 
if that had something to do with it. Even if it did, what he didn't 
understand, couldn't understand, was why this would be a 
problem. He had his own life, and he and Mylene weren't joined 
at the hip so why was he even obligated to tell her about his 
weekend travel plans. 

"Why would it matter to her? And who told her about Violette? 
And why did she mention Laura out of the blue? Have we become 
so attached to each other that we now have to stay informed of 
everything we do? She went off to her parents' place in Magog for 
two nights and only told me after she returned, no obligation to 
say anything beforehand. And all this after Tremblant." 

Too many questions going through his head. He recalled that all 
of his relationships had a transitional period to them, when 
information slowly passed between them about one another's 
schedules, family, and friends. 

"No problem here. No relationship, no problem. We aren't even 
about to get into a relationship. She's way younger than me. She 
probably wouldn't want to be in a relationship with someone so 
much older than she is. I'm probably closer to her father's age than 
hers." 

All this distracted him, and not in a good way. He was to take 
courses over the next few days. He had some preparatory reading 
to do. And he had a big meeting to prepare for. He could ill-afford 
to have his attention diverted. 

The more he thought about things, the more he felt a headache 
coming on. 

"There aren't enough painkillers in the world for this." 


Just then, in a flash, all his questions were answered. 
"Herman!" 


The closest metro station would have to do. 

It was the best place to meet up and then look for the address 
Joe had given him. Cees was supposed to have met Ian, Ken, and 
Angéle there but didn't show. After 10 minutes, they decided that 
he was just going to have to do the adult thing and, address in 
hand, get there by himself. 

As they arrived at the address given, a car pulled up and out got 
some of their former colleagues, people they hadn't seen in a 
while, people who no longer cared for Cees' company. They all 
congregated in front of Joe's place and chatted for a while, 
catching up on things. Ian felt glad to see these people again. He 
also felt flattered that these people had responded to his emails. 
He began to wonder if they had stopped talking to him due to his 
association with Cees. They probably weren't aware that Ian was 
barely on speaking terms with Cees. Nobody asked about Cees. 

Others arrived, all friends or associates of Claudia, including the 
owner of the B&B where Ian had stayed recently, Isabelle from 
Bifteck, and Danny from the dragon boat competition, sans 
family this time. 

"Lots of everyday people have gone to Concordia", thought Ian, 
pleased. 

Another couple showed up on foot. Ian hadn't seen them in 
years. "Tony! Debbie!" 

Eventually, Tony had to inquire about the possibility of Cees 
being present. He also recognized the B&B owner, calling him 
"Owen". 

"I'm sure Cees will show up at some point", said Ian, "but I 
wouldn't worry too much. In the grand scheme of things, we're all 
equally important, and certainly for what's about to happen." Ian 
turned to address the ever-growing crowd out in front of Joe's 
place, smiling all the while. "Thank you all for coming out. It's 
good to see you again." 

Angéle didn't seem particularly glad to see any of them again. In 
her mind, they'd all abandoned Cees, even if Cees had been at 


fault. 

"Well, it was her definition of abandoned, and it obviously didn't 
apply to her", thought Ian, recalling that Angéle had left Cees in 
the lurch not once but twice. 

The din of their conversation got the attention of Mylene, who 
looked out her window to see who was responsible. As they 
approached the front door, she could see Ian in that group. She 
also noticed two older-looking couples coming off the sidewalk 
and walking towards the front door. One couple she didn't 
recognize, but the other was her parents. She had to wonder what 
was going on. It then occurred to her that there were many people 
downstairs. She was curious. 

"And why Ian? Why is he here? And my parents? They weren't 
supposed to visit until later." 

There was a ring at her door. It was Dana, very much dressed up 
in the same sort of fashion that she had when she visited Rob. 

"Hey", she said, hesitating. "Mind some company?" 

Mylene smiled but felt concerned that there was something off 
about Dana. 

Dana continued: "Seems like the adults are doing some adult 
thing. A meeting, I suppose. Something big may be going down." 
She spoke a little nervously. This was the Dana who Mylene had 
known up until recently. She wondered what could have 
happened. 

"I think I need help", continued Dana. 

"What's the matter?" 

"I dunno. I feel all anxious. And angry. And sad. All at the same 
time." Her hands started shaking. 

Mylene didn't know much about these things but she assumed 
that this was what withdrawal symptoms looked like. 
Withdrawing from what, she had no idea. She wasn't sure if Dana 
needed someone to steady her, to listen to her. Or if Dana really 
wanted to be left alone in a crowd, her space her own. 

"What were you on?" Myléne asked matter-of-factly. 

Dana looked up at her, eyes wide, mouth agape. "I don't know. 
Something Marie gave me to calm me down, before I met Rob. 
She said it would blunt my emotions, something I needed before 


facing him. She gave me 10 or so and told me to take one every 
12 hours." 

"You didn't seem emotionally blunted when I saw you after your 
visit with him." 

"Well, I'd had a few drinks. Marie warned me not to take too 
much alcohol along with those pills, but I didn't listen. I guess I 
wanted to be someone else. I've always wanted to be someone 
else. Never me. I wanted to deal with things the way either you or 
Marie would." 

Mylene was taken aback. She'd heard from Joe by way of Bert 
that Dana had sent Rob packing back to his therapist. Mylene felt 
that this wasn't how she would've dealt with someone like Rob — 
Marie would've been another matter. Then again, She also felt that 
this wasn't something Dana was capable of and, if she ever did 
that, she wouldn't be able to live with it afterwards. She began to 
wonder if Dana had anger pent up inside her from all these years, 
and perhaps this was playing into it. She very briefly questioned 
herself concerning being too severe with Ian recently but decided 
that dealing with Dana outweighed everything else at this 
moment. 

"I have to wonder if I need a drink", said Dana. 

"I don't know", said Mylene. "I really think I'm out of my depth 
here when it comes to remedies." 

Dana hugged her. Mylene could feel Dana's body trembling 
against hers but getting calmer with each passing second. "I feel 
like I could kill Marie right about now." 

Mylene pulled Dana away from her but kept her hands on 
Dana's shoulders. "I think I know a way you can deal with that 
anger." 

"Hey Ian." It was Josianne from down below. "All ready? More 
of our gang will show up soon. We're gonna need you to do what 
you do so well." 

Mylene received a text from Marie and responded right away: 

"Hey Mee, I came home to no mom but a note: 
Gone to big mtg. U know if yr rents home?" 

"Hey Marie, they're at Dana's w/ yr mom. Not sure 
what's happening." 


What Mylene received and overheard piqued her curiosity. 
"Dana, what did you say was going on downstairs again?" 


Like copious amounts of alcohol from Joe's liquor cabinet, the 
meeting flowed. Attendance was now at 30 people. Ian did his 
part and managed to bring together and express what had been 
said in a smaller get-together before. 

With each passing second, Angéle could recall what she once 
liked about Ian, recent feelings pushed aside, and occasionally 
forgot to breathe. At that moment, she was drawn to Ian once 
more. She had flashbacks of some of the hotter moments in their 
former relationship and wondered what it would hurt to make out 
with him and do the nasty on the dining room table in front of 
everyone. 

"One thing to remember", said Ian. "If we do this, there's no 
turning back. In for a penny and all that." 

Angéle woke from her minor fantasy long enough to realize that 
there was no turning back. Ian was never going to be like their 
gang said he was. To her, there were signs of the Ian she'd once 
known, but they were far outnumbered by signs that he had 
changed too much for her liking or comfort. 

At some point, Cees wandered into the room but looked like he 
was about to call it a night at only 6pm. Seeing no chair and not 
wanting to stand, he sat down on the floor. 

Owen, the B&B owner, had a flash of recognition and then a 
look of concern about Cees before deciding that there were more 
important things to pay attention to than Cees propping up the 
base of a wall. 

Tony glanced over at Cees to see what he figured was going to 
happen one day. He could only frown a little and shake his head 
slightly. 

Debbie simply looked coldly at the now-slumped heap that was 
Cees. She found it hard to feel even disgust or pity. 

Ian had his head so much in his speech that he hadn't noticed 
that Cees was in the room, much less his head-bobbing, until he 
noticed peripherally Tony and Debbie's regards towards the far 
side of the room and figured by them that Cees had arrived and 


quickly made himself irrelevant to the debate and overall plan. 

Josianne took up the baton after Ian fielded questions and 
concerns, each of them occasionally full of charm and good spirits 
to keep the crowd motivated. 

Ian noticed Angéle looking at him. He smiled. 

Angéle couldn't recall ever seeing Ian so happy before. At this 
point, she decided that she was definitely no longer comfortable 
with this. She'd become resigned to the Ian of now. She heard that 
Ian had kept company with a younger woman since getting back 
from vacation and she wondered if this person was at fault for 
Ian's change in attitude. 

At that moment, Fil looked in Angeéle's direction, scrutinizing 
her facial expressions. Angéle shied away, feeling microscope- 
examined. 

Herman came in about halfway through the meeting and saw 
Ian answering a question but decided on no more than a second of 
eye contact. He felt awkward, given the earlier situation between 
Ian and himself, as well as the situation which had prompted it. 
He felt awkward in a room full of people focused on Ian and so 
wasn't about to start making silly quips or pointless paraphrases or 
redundant rejoinders, especially as he had somehow managed to 
stand in a well-lit part of the room. He looked around the table at 
the people present, most of whom he didn't know, not wondering 
who they might be. He did wonder why Angele smiled whenever 
Ian talked — according to Herman, she shouldn't — and why Cees 
appeared to be sleeping. 

A few more colleagues of Ian's came in at this time. Claudia put 
in an appearance, late but to the delight of her former colleagues. 
Ian felt emboldened. 

"Better late than never. Looks like social media can be effective 
in organizing things. Adam was wrong. Myléne was right." 

Ian became somewhat melancholic despite his happiness at how 
plans were going. Hope sprung from that melancholy when they 
all raised their glasses to the potential success of their plan. 

Cees stirred long enough to lift a cupped hand. 

Tony found Cees' actions amusing. 

Ken came up to Jan, having noticed that Herman left 


immediately once the meeting concluded, and asked, "What's 
with him?" 

"What can I say?" said Jan. "I'm late repaying him $5 and he 
was only here to size me up for a coffin." 

Angele heard this and didn't want to laugh but did despite 
herself. 

"I should get going. I'm still hungover and slept like shit last 
night", said Ian. 

"If Cees were here, he'd be whining that we should go out for 
drinks and stay til closing", said Ken. 

"You mean, that Cees over there, playing wall support?" asked 
Ian, pointing to the crumpled mass propping up the lower wall. 

"Somebody should wake him up, Ian", said Angéle. 

"And I'm sure you're just the person to do it", said Ian, charm 
turned on. "In any case, I'll be home if anyone needs to annoy me 
further." 

"Really, we should get together for drinks again sometime", said 
Ken. 

"How about tomorrow night? I'll be in better shape by then." 

"Sure. It's been a while", said Ken. "I hear you've been winning 
medals." 

"You could say that", Ian said, smirking. 


Their conversation, subdued. Both curious, Myléne and Dana 
wanted to hear what was happening downstairs. This was when 
Dana wasn't going through waves of nausea, to which Myléne 
could only advise that Dana shouldn't look down. Mylene felt that 
the fresh air was doing Dana some good. She held Dana on 
occasion but gently; she could feel Dana still tremble from time to 
time, and Dana sometimes gripped Mylene a little too tightly, but 
Mylene bore this. All the same, they also wanted to hear the 
debate below, wafting up through an open window. 

Hearing Ian in full flight and sounding quite inspiring softened 
her attitude towards him. She felt she could no longer even 
pretend to have animosity towards him — pleasant pillow talk with 
Adam had seen her downgrade her attitude from hating him. Still, 
she felt stupid to have let herself be manipulated so. She knew she 


was better than that. But for now, she wasn’t sure what she would 
do as regards Ian. She wasn't sure how, or if, she could face him 
again. 

While the debate went on below, Dana told Myléne something 
that Adam had told her, something that Adam had already 
mentioned to Mylene, about Jillianne and Brendan dating. Dana 
also mentioned that Adam had heard it from Ian. Myléne's eyes 
widened when she saw Brendan coming back from what she 
figured was his second date with Jillianne, who had seen him off 
in front of their building. Arriving upstairs, Brendan got pulled 
aside and both Mylene and Dana told him what they knew. On 
occasion, Mylene briefly glanced aside to see if Jillianne was still 
around, perhaps occasionally looking back towards Brendan as 
she walked down the street. Brendan occasionally looked to 
where Jillianne was and smiled though not sincerely. Jillianne 
figured Brendan to be such a boy scout that he didn't want to go 
all-in after the first date but had to accept it as long as he was 
interested in her in some way. She had to wait until her third date 
with Brendan to ask him what was happening, when she hoped to 
seal the deal. 

"It's been a slice, folks!" It was Ian. "See you all at the 
meeting!" 

Mylene pulled back towards her door, not wanting Ian to see 
her. She ducked down but could see him through the bars on her 
balcony. She could see him walking along, seemingly happy, 
spring in his step. In all the time she'd spent with him, she'd never 
seen him walking in such a fashion. 

Brendan looked at Ian dangerously but Mylene saw this and told 
him what she knew and how Ian helped them in some way. 
Brendan's expression softened somewhat. He felt like a heel for 
having judged Ian so quickly. He pulled out his cellphone and 
started texting. 

As Ian walked out to the sidewalk and turned, he thought he 
could see out of the corner of his eye people looking at him from 
a balcony but he decided not to stop to take a look out in the open. 
He turned and went down the sidewalk but stopped and stepped 
back to look through what leaves were left on the trees to see a 


woman on the second-floor balcony dressed in black and standing 
with two others. He thought "Mylene" immediately but wrote that 
off, thinking what were the odds that she lived in the same 
building as Joe and family. Then again, he'd never visited 
Mylene's place, even to see her off at her door, but he still 
excluded the possibility of it being her. 

Also, it was getting late and he couldn't be sure of things at a 
distance in the dark. He was in a great mood, and he didn't want 
anyone or anything ruining it. 

No luck. By the time Ian got to the metro station, he wanted to 
bang his head against the concrete. 

His phone buzzed: a message from Brendan. Jan smiled and 
nodded. 

"Another bit of good news." 

Dana took a deep breath just as Adam came back. "Hey peeps, 
what's with the crowd downstairs? Why so glum, Brendan? Why 
was Ian's head supporting a metro station wall? Are you alright, 
Dana?" 

Mylene started: "Former Concordia students meeting." 

Fil and Mélanie had seen Mylene standing around with her 
friends and went upstairs. They hadn't been aware that she was 
upstairs at the time, probably not realizing that she may have been 
home on an evening like this, not necessarily out with friends. 
They explained what had happened at their meeting downstairs. 
Mylene accidentally asked about Ian. 

"Grr. Last time. More discipline", thought Mylene. 

Her parents were puzzled. They hadn't realized that Mylene 
knew Ian at all. She assured them, her question unanswered, that 
it was nothing and that it was probably a case of mistaken 
identity. Fil found this strange. 

As Fil and Mélanie were walking along, they reminisced a little. 
The last couple of times they had come to this neighbourhood was 
to visit Joe's place. They hadn't really taken the time to visit 
Wellington Street, to see what was still there and what wasn't, to 
see if things had changed at all from the days when Mélanie lived 
there as a student. 

They got to talking about their lives together, the people they 


knew, and the memories associated with each person, as well as 
each place they used to frequent. 

Fil mentioned what Josianne had told him in passing back at 
Joe's: that Rob was under psychiatric observation; something 
about his life being shattered by news of Joannie's death and by a 
daughter Rob never knew he had. Mélanie found this puzzling. 
She found it more puzzling that Josianne was still in touch with 
Rob, given their history, and had a sudden thought about Joannie 
and Dana. 

Her train of thought was interrupted when Fil said that Josianne 
knowing about Rob probably wasn't all that strange, given how 
people tend to run into each other in Montreal. Fil used Myléne 
standing on her balcony as they left as an example. 

Mylene. While they were walking, Fil mentioned to Mélanie 
that Joe said that Myléne had convinced Joe to come out to a 
dragon-boat competition. At Le Mouton Noir during their initial 
meeting, while making get-to-know-you small talk, Ian had 
mentioned to them that he was on a dragon-boat team. 

"Mistaken identity?" Mélanie said to Fil. "Sounds like a poor 
mistake to me." 

Fil wondered aloud if he should have a talk with Mylene. 
Mélanie suggested Fil leave it be, that Myléne was a responsible 
enough adult that she shouldn't have to justify her actions. Fil 
smiled. They did raise their daughter to be independent-minded 
and to follow her curiosity. He recalled several times when he 
locked horns with Mylene but realized that he wasn't going to win 
in the end. He smiled and let it all slide. 

Mélanie asked Fil if he had heard from Charles, to which Fil 
said that Charles was too busy for them now, raising two kids and 
still big-talking and making big plans and fighting off parents-in- 
law's pressure to get "properly" married. Most likely, Charles was 
up north hunting moose with his dad and uncle. Mélanie always 
knew that Charles was on the periphery of their old group but all 
the same found this a little cold. 

A ways along Wellington, they ran into Ian, sitting there on a 
bus-stop bench, eyes closed, looking like he was dealing with a 
headache. 


"You don't appear to be in such great shape, Ian", said Fil. 

"What seems to be the matter?" asked Mélanie. "You looked so 
happy at the end of the meeting." 

"Oh, it's complicated", said Ian, opening his eyes to see who it 
was. "Let's just say I miss someone right now, and I wish I didn't." 

Fil and Mélanie looked at each other, concerned. 

Mélanie said, "I'm sure whoever it is will come back to you, if 
it's meant to be." 

Ian looked at them curiously, their faces more familiar to him 
than they should be. 


Myléne looked in the mirror. She did this from time to time. Her 
mother had told her she should take care of her appearance. She 
didn't see anything out of sorts with the way she looked. At this 
moment, she began to question why she looked in the mirror at 
all. 

Every time she went to the mirror, she wondered why people 
couldn't look beyond her appearance. She thought that this feeling 
had subsided in recent days, but now it was back again. She had 
to wonder why. 

She thought about seeing Ian walk out of Joe's place downstairs. 
She recalled a conversation she'd had about perceptions while she 
and Jan were at a brewpub in the Mont-Tremblant area, more 
particularly how people could disqualify themselves based on 
perceptions of themselves. She also recalled Jillianne saying at an 
earlier time that most people weren't fearless when it came to 
getting to know others; that most people regarded curiosity as a 
sin. It had never occurred to her to think in those terms, feeling 
that curiosity came naturally to everyone. 

It quickly dawned on her that she was thinking far too much 
about herself in this fashion, of looking only on the outside. She 
tended to keep much of herself bottled up except around one or 
two people. Not around Ian, though. Around him, she could be the 
real her. At first, she resented this. Later, it just felt futile to resent 
anything about Ian, about herself, about herself around Ian. He 
took her as however she presented herself, no questions asked. 

She felt sore, pride wounded. 


She collected herself. 

She took a deep breath. 

"No more thoughts like that." 

She exhaled. 

"Just be me." 

She inhaled. 

"Let bad thoughts about people go." 

She exhaled. 

She looked at herself in the mirror once more. The soreness over 
recent events still there but diminishing, she continued to focus 
past it, now less ache, more catharsis. She smiled widely. 

'T'm alright." 


Tan looked at his laptop. His annoying ex-co-worker had posted 
yet again stuff that was, in Ian's estimation, borderline paranoid. 

He thought once more about recent events. He was glad to have 
met so many good people over the last two months. He realized 
that, being around them, he could simply be himself and escape 
the folklore imposed on him by people who, by all reckoning, 
should've been as true in friendship to him as he had been to 
them. He had been the freest around Mylene. Around her, he 
couldn't be anyone but himself. And yet, in her absence, he'd also 
truly been himself, at Joe's, in full flight, something he hadn't 
experienced in so many years. The folklore among Cees and 
company had been a poor substitution for the real thing — it was, 
in truth, never going to be anything else. 

Still, somewhere deep inside, he wished that Mylene could've 
been there to see and hear that part of who he was. 

"But why? To impress her?" 

She told him he didn't need to. 

"Maybe just for her to see me like this?" 

She'd told him once already that no preface was necessary. 

He popped a painkiller and hoped for the best. 

His ex-co-worker's profile stared at him through his computer 
screen. He moved his mouse, hovering the cursor over the small 
area that said "Block", his index finger ready to press down. He 
smiled. In all the recent malaise with Myléne and Herman, if he 


never saw Mylene again, at least she had taught him something on 
the way out. 
*click* 


Satz #4 
Unzufriedenheat 


"Velvet Underground was cool." 

"Why's that?" Ian dreaded asking. The guy who made that 
statement — Ian mentally called him "the Droob" — came across as 
too-cool-by-half type, rather more the former tag-along who'd 
gone to some private school than any hipster Ian had ever come 
across. 

"Not even close to their intellectual grade", thought Ian, still not 
wanting to think too highly of hipsters. 

He wondered why this guy was even here. Ian arrived early at 
Le Mouton Noir as per habit with any get-together here. He was 
to meet Ken and Angéle — most likely Cees would be there, too — 
for no particular reason, apart from him no longer having much of 
a social calendar, aside from whomever showed up at Bifteck at 
any given time, and because Ken had suggested it. Ian liked the 
familiarity of this idea and couldn't say no. 

Ian fell back into his old, familiar pattern of arriving early and 
listening to the late afternoon regulars' stories. Up until the Droob, 
it had been quiet. Too quiet. 

The Droob showed up and found a safe haven at Ian's small 
table for his silly points-of-view on all things concerning the pop 
history of music. This was starting to get on Jan's nerves. It would 
have been better for Ian's tolerance had the Droob been drunk and 
obnoxious. No joy: The Droob wasn't even halfway through his 
first pint, going Herman-speed on the alcohol. 

"At least Herman could've kept this asswipe entertained." 

"Because they couldn't play their instruments", continued the 
Droob. 

Ian pinched a smile, wanting to laugh but thinking better of it. 


The Droob continued: "They have to be considered the first 
punk band." 

Now Ian was just nonplussed. 

The Droob went through a litany of punk-rockers who allegedly 
couldn't play their instruments. 

"So playing badly makes you a punk?" asked Ian, having found 
his mental dictionary. 

"Sure! Look at Sid Vicious! He couldn't play worth shit." 

"No argument there", mumbled Ian into his glass. 

"What?" 

"So, if someone plays an instrument 'badly' on purpose, don't 
you think that requires as much effort and talent as playing 
‘well'?" 

"I have no idea what you're getting at." 

"That makes two of us. Listen, I just saw someone go in through 
the other door and I gotta meet up with him. Nice chatting with 
you." 

The Droob had said something as Ian left one section of the bar 
for the other but Ian decided his tolerance silo was at full capacity 
with the proverbial moose droppings. And the "nice chat" had 
been one-sided. It was one too many for Ian. 

Nice chats like this, especially about music, irritated him more 
and more. Lots of opinions going around that didn't make a lot of 
sense and often contradicted each other, sometimes out of the 
mouth of the same person. In some cases, neither contradictory 
opinion rang true or even jingled plausible. He figured that 
somewhere in all that static was the signal leading to plausibility, 
if not the truth. 

He wasn't even really sure why this bothered him. He'd always 
enjoyed a good argument or bull-session once in a while and 
never let anyone annoy him with differences or attitude. But such 
lack of resolution was suddenly quite annoying to him. He'd 
confessed this once to Herman. Up until that point, Ian had 
thought Herman was quite adept at following the most confusing 
discussions. Herman had ventured to ask was Ian talking about 
something else, getting the feeling that Ian wasn't quite talking 
about music or any arguments surrounding it. All this had been a 


mistake on Jan's part: That confession led to their altercation at 
Bifteck and Herman's steering clear of Ian for the duration. 

Complicating matters was Angéle apparently looking for Ian 
while Herman was around. Ian never did see Angéle under these 
circumstances. In fact, it was only without Herman's interference 
that he saw her, and even there it wasn't for social reasons. 

At this point, Ian was still a bit confused about Angeéle's hot- 
and-cold attitude towards him, but he knew that he had by-and- 
large gotten over her and he was no longer confused about the 
relationship they'd had. 

Right now, he was more confused about what had happened 
between him and Mylene. He still missed her terribly. She'd 
provided him with something regular in his post-work life. His 
courses had also given him something to focus on, at least as far 
as he could focus. But his courses were a new routine that had yet 
to gel, unlike what he'd had prior to going on severance. In the 
past, he usually dealt with difficult situations by plunging himself 
into work. Now he had more free time than before, all on a 
different, lighter schedule, but no Myléne. This wasn't a good 
thing. 

Her absence left him aching. 

He placed himself in the other section of the bar, at a corner 
table out of sight of anyone looking around the corner from the 
other section and obscured enough by people at other tables 
between him and the window. He ordered another drink. He 
hoped to kill some time. 


The dim lights of the bar gave the ambiance of conversations 
which could never be overheard. The ambient noise from those 
and the music compounded things, punctuated never by silence 
but only by sudden laughter. 

Mylene smiled as she walked in. She saw where Marie was 
sitting, alone, reading a book by the bar's poor light. Mylene 
couldn’t make out the title. Marie knew, but Mylene wasn't sure 
she wanted to ask. 

She sauntered across the bar to Marie's table. She surmised that 
there were those in the bar who regarded her for one reason or 


another, be they oglers or admirers of her fashion sense or those 
wondering about what lay below the surface. But she no longer 
cared: She'd grown immune to their stares. She'd grown immune 
to what anyone thought of her, in any capacity. 

She normally saved her care and affection for those who'd 
shown her the same. She normally pleased those who pleased her. 
Given what she had experienced recently, she wasn't sure she was 
pleased with anyone, let alone herself. Given what Marie had 
gone through recently with Jillianne, Mylene wasn't sure if Marie 
was pleased with her either. 

She still felt a little embarrassed about Jan but she wasn't about 
to show this. He'd tried to warn her about Jillianne and Brendan, 
but by coincidence, she'd blocked him from social media. Adam 
had wanted to tell her about Jillianne and Brendan but she had 
been in the mood to do other things with him. He did manage to 
say something, but it was Dana who eventually had to give her the 
411. 

She began to wonder why she had gotten so easily hurt and 
offended in recent days. She knew she wasn't normally like that. 
She felt that something was off about her and how she reacted. 
that too much had gotten to her. She'd felt open around Ian and 
more so than either Dana or Marie but perhaps she'd taken that 
openness too far, perhaps she'd trusted one person too many. 

Marie turned and smiled. Mylene smiled warmly. 

"You look so engrossed in that book", said Mylene, taking her 
seat. "Not sure how you can read by the light in here." 

Marie bunched her lips. "More skimming than reading." She 
showed the book by its cover: '"Six Weeks To Toxic’. I hadn't 
heard of it before Adam lent it to me." 

Mylene raised her eyebrows, almost laughing. "He's full of 
surprises, our Adam. But skimming? Usually, you're engrossed in 
a book." 

"Yeah, usually, and I think I'll read it in earnest later, but my 
head's not really in it at the moment." Marie put the book down 
and signalled the server. "I guess I'm still not out of the woods." 

Mylene looked down at the table. "Me neither." 

Marie scoffed a little. "It's been up-and-down for each of us, 


hasn't it? Dana, too." 

After the server came and took their orders, Mylene said, "I've 
been around Dana quite a bit recently, strangely enough." 

"Yeah, that is strange considering you two live in the same 
building", said Marie, almost laughing. 

Mylene laughed a little. "She's kept to herself mainly, except for 
times like last night. She's still dressed like her mom, her real 
mom. Fuck, I mean her bio-mom. Hair and all." 

Marie raised her eyebrows. 

"And she seems to be detoxing okay; not out of the woods yet", 
continued Mylene. 

Marie looked stunned. "Shit. With all my problems, I haven't 
even taken time to check up on her." She lightly drummed her 
fingers on her lips. 

Mylene looked at Marie with some intensity. 

Marie looked back, resigned. "Here, slit my wrists. I almost 
did." 

Concern came over Mylene. She hadn't heard about this. Her 
look softened. 

Marie didn't notice Myléene's changes in look: She was texting. 

"Hey Dana. 
We'll see each other again soon. 
Promise. Please dont hate me." 

"I may have been the cause of your problems, Marie." 

Their drinks came. "How so?" 

They clinked a toast. 

"Do you think you've moved on from Jillianne?" asked Mylene, 
now wanting to veer away from talking about her role in Marie's 
Jillianne problems. 

"Depends on what you mean by 'moved on’. Gotten over her? 
No, it still hurts, just not like it did before. I've looong accepted 
that it wasn't my fault." Marie smiled wistfully, thinking of the 
young man who'd said those words to her. She got the feeling that 
she'd meet him again soon. Her smile turned slightly devilish. 

Mylene hadn't seen that smile from Marie since Elementary V. 
"You're up to something", she said musically. 

Marie laughed. "Oh yeah." 


Mylene smiled widely. 

Marie responded in kind and promptly snapped a photo of 
Mylene. "I was wondering when I'd see your beaming pearlies 
again. You haven't smiled like that in a while, dear." 

"Hey! I can't believe you just took a photo of me!" said Mylene, 
eyes wide, mouth agape. Her look softened to curiosity. "How do 
I look?" 

"Your smile still lights up the whole room", said Marie, turning 
her phone's screen toward Mylene. "Et voila la preuve!" ("And 
there's the proof!") 

Mélanie was right. Marie was right. Mylene drew in her smile a 
little. "How many stages?" 

"Stages?" asked Marie, taking back her phone, trying not to 
smile. 

"Yeah. Stages." She raised her eyebrows. "Jillianne?" 

Marie knitted her brows and then smiled despite herself. 

"You know", Myléne continued. "The pranks you used to play 
when we were kids? The follow-ups, depending?" 

Marie laughed and then went serious. "Four. Two of them soon, 
one a bit later." 

"There's one missing." 

"One much later. But it's a longshot. It depends. We'll see." 

Mylene knew Marie to be one of the most trusting individuals 
on Earth and would open her heart to the right person. She also 
knew Marie to be one of the most vindictive people on Earth, 
especially when someone wounded that open heart of hers. 
Mylene knew when Marie was lining people up for a fall. 

"Remind me never to get on your bad side", said Mylene. 

"You kinda did, but old friends are quickly forgiven", said 
Marie, casually sipping her drink. "So? Your role re Jillianne? You 
were saying earlier?" 

Mylene found Marie's tone a little too casual, a little too 
insincere. She figured it was nothing. She explained what she'd 
witnessed of Jillianne back in Sherbrooke, figuring that Marie 
would be the exception. 

"Oh, I know about some of her relationship bombs — all 
everyone else's fault, never hers", said Marie. "I figured I'd be the 


exception, too. I gave her the benefit of the doubt." 

"Like all of us do. Did", said Mylene. 

"Speaking of giving people the benefit of the doubt", continued 
Marie, "Ian came by during two of my shifts." 

"Um." 

Marie looked at Mylene strangely. "The first time was after his 
big meeting at Concordia but before you two went up north. Wish 
that had been me." 

"In my place?" 

"No. With Jillianne." Marie fiddled about with a used napkin on 
the table, a remnant of proof that she'd eaten prior to Myléne's 
arrival. "We were supposed to go to Tremblant the same weekend. 
Do you remember?" 

Mylene recalled having heard something about that but 
probably put it out of her mind for whichever reason. While at 
Tremblant, her thoughts had been on so many other things that 
she hadn't thought about running into Marie at all, let alone 
Jillianne. She shook her head. 

"Though I imagine being with Ian would've been nice", 
continued Marie. "He always has the right words for any 
occasion. He calmed me down a bit while I wondered what had 
happened to Jillianne. No judgements. No rash opinions. A little 
humour can go a long way in my books." 

Mylene tried to give the look of being unimpressed. "And the 
second time?" 

"A few days ago", Marie answered casually. "It was him this 
time who looked distressed." 

"Did he mention anything about me?" 

Marie shook her head. "No. As a matter of fact, he didn't. I once 
mentioned that we knew each other in elementary school, and he 
nodded like he knew that. But now that I think of it, no, he didn't. 
And you haven't mentioned him in a while. In fact, you haven't 
mentioned him at all today. You're a woman of mystery." 

Mylene was stoic. "I guess he's seeing someone else now." 

Marie was amazed. "You never mentioned seeing him. Don't tell 
me that sleazeball Herman was right. I'd hate to agree with him 
about anything. Did I tell you what the other servers said he'd said 


about me when I had five hair colours?" 

Mylene got irritated. "Poor choice of words! Alright? I 
should've said 'seeing someone’. My bad." 

Marie was startled briefly by Myleéne's reaction. "Yeah, sure. I 
guess I shouldn't bring up Herman in convo either, right?" 

"Please don't." 

Marie thought it prudent to redirect the conversation. "Well, 
anyway, with Ian, perhaps he'd found someone his own age. I 
mean, who'd ever want to be in a relationship with an older 
person anyway?" 

Myleéne's eyes had a notion of sadness to them, one that Marie 
hadn't seen since elementary school. Myléne wasn't sure why she 
should feel this way. 

Marie picked up on something pending but she wasn't sure what 
it could be. "Okay, Mee. Time to stop dancing around each other. 
Pitcher time!" 

Their pitcher of beer arrived and their conversation flowed more 
quickly than before. 

Marie continued to talk about going out with older people and 
how it just wasn't worth it, at least according to several magazines 
she'd read; how older people generally already had kids and didn't 
want any more, which was convenient if you didn't want kids 
either; how they have so much experience that makes you feel one 
foot tall; or have baggage that weighs you down; or how they 
weren't as energetic as youth and would be a drag. Or maybe they 
had good energy because of being a parent but this couldn't apply 
to Ian: He had no children. 

Mylene looked at Marie. "You're not serious. Ian? No children? 
Is this another of Herman's lies?" 

"Not quite." Marie bit her lip. "Mee, the baby was stillborn." 

Mylene was stunned. "How do you know this?" 

"You'd be surprised what people tell their bartenders. Cammy 
told me enough that I know about it, and I know that he normally 
doesn't like to talk about the subject." 

Mylene got angry. "Herman!" 

"Calm down, Mee. He'll get his in the end. Those types always 
do." 


Mylene eked out a little smile. It was starting to feel like old 
times. 


Dana texted Mylene to say that she didn't feel up to going out 
this evening but thanks for the invite all the same. 

Mylene looked at her cellphone, perplexed. She couldn't recall 
inviting Dana out tonight but then felt slightly ashamed that she 
hadn't, even though she knew that Dana would be in no shape to 
go anywhere. 

The cat jumped up on Dana's lap as she lay on the couch. She 
scratched Buddy under his chin and on his head. He appeared 
content, but Dana had to wonder if his food or water needed 
replenishment and where was everyone else. 

She decided to wait until Buddy got quite insistent before 
motivating herself to deal with his real problem. 

She received another text message from Mylene, asking her if 
Marie had contacted her about anything Jillianne-related. Dana 
responded "yeh". Myléne asked the same about Herman. Dana 
responded "na" but then had to send Mylene another text message 
saying "yeh" after having received a text from Marie requesting a 
favour about Herman. 

There was a knock at the door. Someone else got it. 

"They can get Buddy, too", thought Dana, wearily. 

It was Adam. He sat on the floor next to the couch. They chatted 
about things, including her offer of going to Toronto with him. 
She was uncharacteristically undiplomatic with him in saying 
tersely that she was frankly too tired to talk about it at the 
moment. She said she'd apologize for it later. 

Adam was taken aback but felt that Dana wasn't exactly telling 
him to get lost. He'd always had trouble reading people's non- 
verbal signs, so he couldn't quite tell if he was welcome here at 
the moment. He took a chance and mentioned briefly that he'd 
heard from Marie, something about Herman. 

A wicked little smile formed on Dana's face. Adam began to 
wonder just what the whole story was. Dana told him a few 
details. The more Adam thought about this, the more he could 
hear his pastor preach about loving one’s neighbour and turning 


the other cheek but also doing unto others. 
"Fuck it." 
He texted Marie: He wanted in. 


Myléne and Marie were still on the subject of trash tabloids in 
general when their next pitcher of beer came. This subject now 
amused Myléne more than it irritated her. Such amusement hid a 
growing sadness she felt for Ian's past loss. She drank a little 
more quickly and found herself quite suddenly defending Ian 
beyond all reason, sometimes angry but she couldn't be sure with 
whom. 

This change in attitude made Marie feel beset. She was quiet, 
likely embarrassed, still thinking they were talking about trash 
tabloids. 

Mylene stared intensely at Marie. "It's fine. I'm fine." 

Marie smiled uneasily. "I heard Adam introduced you to graphic 
novels." 

Mylene softened her look. "Yeah, he showed me a few. 
Whoever said they were beneath my attention was wrong." 

Marie smirked a little. "He is full of surprises, our Adam." She 
bit her lower lip. "He surprised me last weekend." 

"How so?" 

"Well, it's not often that I deflower someone. He surprised the 
fuck outta me. I didn't even know that I was his first." 

Myléne's eyes went wide. "Hold the phone: That's who this is 
about now? You? And Adam?" Her mouth was now agape. "How 
on Earth was that even a thing?" 

"What can I say? I needed to break out of my bad state — see 
Jillianne — and he just happened to be there. He's cool, he's cute, 
he listens, he gets into what you're saying, and we got way into 
talking about lit, and you know what a turn-on lit is for me." 

Mylene laughed. She knew. 

"Anyway, it was just a one-time thing. I couldn't've known he 
was a virgin prior to that." 

"Well, it's not like he's obliged to tell people those kinds of 
things. I wouldn't want to live in a world where we couldn't keep 
some things to ourselves." 


"I think you're keeping something to yourself." 

Mylene smiled. "You may have not been Adam's 'first’. Just 
saying." 

It was Marie’s turn to go wide-eyed. "Shut. Up. When?" 

"Eh, last weekend." 

They both howled with laughter. 

"Wait, wait", said Mylene: "Did he actually tell you it was his 
first time?" 

Marie hummed and hawed. "He kinda fumbled like the first- 
time... -ish." 

"Yeah. With me, too." 

They burst into laughter. 

"Okay", said Mylene, "let's assume he wasn't a virgin before last 
weekend." 

"Actually, let's assume he was", said Marie, eyebrows arched, 
smiling and biting her lower lip. 

"I'm not having this conversation." 

They burst out in laughter once more. 

"So, do you still want to avoid talking about you and Jillianne?" 
Mylene continued. 

"Speaking of conversation killers. The less said about Jilli-bitch, 
the better." 

Mylene tried to suppress a laugh at Marie's word choices. She 
winced a bit. "Sorry." 

"Why sorry?" 

"I should've told you at the start." 

"Mee, I know this already. One confession between friends 
once, okay?" 

"Well, it was me who introduced you two." 

"Okay, fair. That is a new point... which has zero to do with 
how things went. It was my decision to start something with her. 
Seriously? Do peeps still blame those who intro'd them? Stupid. 
Not you, though." 

"Oh, I don't even know why I said that. It is stupid. It's your 
own decision. But I don't think you decided what happened in the 
end." 

Marie shook her head. "Jilli-ane all the way. She probably had 


an exit planned out a few months ago." 

"Y'know, I caught hell from her the other day. Something about 
interfering with her and Brendan. In fact, it was Adam who told 
me." 

"And it was Ian who twisted Adam's arm into telling you. 
Isabelle told me." 

"Isabelle?" 

"Another server at Bif. She told Adam. She was on shift when 
you and Ian first locked eyes." 

Mylene thought about it for a few seconds and then nodded. 
"Yeah, I remember her. And that was nice of Ian." 

"So, what was Jilli-chilly's bugbear with you and how many 
stitches did you have to get?" 

Mylene showed Marie her cellphone and the text message back- 
and-forth. Marie scrolled down, reading it all intensely, letting out 
a little whistle. 

"I hate to say it, Mee, but the beeyatch is right. You're way too 
young to keep that door closed. Truth is, you'll have to let it go at 
some point", said Marie, handing Myleéne's phone back to her. 

Mylene raised her eyebrows. 

Marie continued: "On your own terms, of course. If you let it go 
because someone else tells you to, then you'll never do it." 

"I've been through this before and don't want to go through it 
again." 

"Fine." 

"Did you see my comment? About how long Jillianne's 
relationships last? Should I end up like her?" 

Marie shook her head. "'All of this has happened before, and all 
of this will happen again’ to her. Except that, one day, she'll meet 
the wrong person and learn her lesson." Marie smirked. "Maybe 
she already has." 

Mylene eked out a smile. 

Marie continued: "But you're the opposite of her. Sure, you've 
been through this before, but you haven't moved beyond it." 

Mylene was stunned awake. She sipped her beer, staring at 
Marie. 

"And Ian?" Marie drank a little. "I can see it in your eyes 


whenever I mention his name. And his eyes lit up whenever I 
mentioned yours. There is something special between you two. 
Maybe it'll never come to romance, maybe it will, but who cares? 
Do you remember when we were 10? You saw that guy." Marie 
leaned in and smiled widely. "Remember him?" 

Mylene could've slapped Marie, except that she was too busy 
trying to stifle a laugh. "Yeah, I remember that guy." Mylene took 
a deep breath trying to regain her composure but pulled a tissue 
from her pocket and covered up. "He was a sweet guy. I don't 
think he knew I even existed." 

"Maybe he did but he was too shy to say anything. Maybe he 
thought you were the most beautiful star in the sky." 

Mylene smiled. She felt like she wanted to cry from kindness. 
"Surely I was the fattest kid in the room. I can't see why he'd have 
liked me." 

"Fat? What? Nothing of the sort." 

"Okay, chubby then." 

"If you were chubby back then, then so were we all." 

Mylene smiled again. "You really are too kind. You should hate 
me. I said nothing." 

"Oh, this again? Stop it, please." Marie looked Mylene up and 
down. She smiled. "Mylene, I don't hate you. Maybe you 
should've told me about Jillianne before, and I could hold that 
against you, but I won't. You did prevent her from doing that to 
someone else. I like Brendan, too, y'know. True, I do feel off-put 
about what happened." She exhaled noticeably. "A bit sore- 
hearted too, but I'll recover. I'm made of sterner stuff." She leaned 
in once more, looking all serious. "And so are you." 

Mylene let out a little breath. "Yeah, sterner stuff. I can barely 
keep from crying." 

"Nobody said the strong couldn't cry. A strong person knows 
better than to keep shit bottled up 24/7." 

They got up and hugged each other. 

"And Mee, there's nothing wrong with liking an older person, as 
long as it's not a fetish. I know what you think: I believe that trash 
tab stuff. Truth? It does give me pause for thought, and it may be 
good for a cheap laugh, but I'm too skeptical to believe it 100%. 


Look, my mom always says you have to go with your heart. Don't 
let the Hermans of the world poison you. And fuck what everyone 
else thinks. They live their lives and you live yours. But Jilli- 
Janus is right: You're too young to let one relationship dictate the 
rest of your romantic life. So bad times and breakups happen. We 
survive. Besides, we'll both grow old and live to tell the tales to 
younger people, whether or not they're our own", said Marie, 
raising her glass. 

Mylene laughed and then smiled. She felt that Ian wasn't the 
only one who had the right words for an occasion. "Okay. Count 
on it!" said Mylene. They clinked glasses. 


Ian peeked around the corner to see if the Droob had vacated the 
premises. 

He had. 

And he saw Ken sitting alone at a table for four. 

Mid-sized speakers hung from the wall, just over their table, 
enough for them to talk without distraction. Others could not hear 
their conversation. 

Ken had some bad news. Cees had checked into the hospital 
after his mom found him passed out this morning and unable to 
wake up. However frustrated Ian got with Cees from time to time, 
he would never have wished anything bad on him, and he hoped 
that all would be well with him. Ken had more bad news in the 
form of Angéle coming and that she was once again single. Ian 
told Ken that he had no desire to go back to that part of his life 
and re-read that short yet somewhat pleasant chapter albeit with a 
no-longer-confusing ending, and in any case, Angele didn't like 
Ian as he truly was, preferring him as a rumour-ridden nostalgic 
snapshot, frozen, unchanged. 

Ken wasn't sure he should believe Ian. 

Ian quipped that Ken must've talked to Herman. 

Ken looked at Ian, amazed, asking why he would bother with an 
idiot like Herman. 

Ian told Ken not to believe anything Herman says, as he's 
simply been fishing for attention. 

"That was a pretty impressive meeting last night", said Ken, 


changing the subject. 

Ian nodded in modesty. "Yup, that it was." 

Ken looked at Ian strangely. "You don't sound particularly 
convinced of it." 

Ian looked at Ken in kind. "Still recovering from the night 
before, I guess. I dunno. I think I was on automatic yesterday." 

"Like an old pro, falling back into old familiar habits." 

"Yeah, getting older all the time." 

"Aren't we all?" 

Ian nodded. "Yesterday was impressive, but my thoughts are on 
tomorrow." 

"Tomorrow is depressing. I try not to think about it. Say, uh, do 
you know everyone who was there last night?" 

"Most of them. Why?" 

"Are any of them available?" 

Tan laughed. "Ah Ken, oh Ken, always going through life with 
your dick in the lead." 

"Eh, that's my life and my business." 

"Sure. Sure. That's it. Well, as far as I can tell, most of them are 
taken. The rest, I can't be sure of. But if you're in this project for 
the long haul, I'm sure you'll find someone to impress along the 
way. Who can tell?" 

Ian did not really like the words he'd just said. He wondered 
why he'd even said them. He thought Ken needed to calm down at 
least, grow up at most. He wasn't sure why he even entertained 
Ken's inquiry in the first place — he chalked it up to falling back 
into old habits — and promptly changed the subject. 

Ken was right: Ian had fallen back into old familiar habits. 

"Never again." 


From across the room, now-drunk Mylene and Marie were 
laughing quite noticeably. 

Mylene had just become privy to the "fourth step" of Jillianne's 
eventual downfall. She knew she shouldn't have laughed at this 
and what, if successful, was to come. 

Throughout their conversation, Marie had sent the occasional 
text to Dana, asking her to participate and telling her, once she 


said yes, what her role would be in all this. Marie's final text to 
Dana consisted of one word: "Go." 

Myléne's heart was racing. She couldn't believe they were about 
to do this. 

Marie laughed at Myleéne's facial expressions. After a while, 
Mylene laughed despite herself. 

The drunken laughter stopped when Marie noticed something. 

"Mee", said Marie, signalling that Ian was in the bar. 

Mylene realized that Ian had probably been in the bar for quite 
some time. She had been too busy exchanging feelings with Marie 
and then concocting plans to notice. By the time she noticed Ian, 
she'd also seen Angéle walking in to sit down closer to the other 
person at the table and opposite Ian. 

Ken broke the bad news about Cees to Angele. She began a 
rather awkward conversation with Ian, but he wasn't about to 
recount to her his life's events from break-up to the present day, 
although did make small talk, something that tended to annoy her. 
Ian knew this, too. 

Angéle looked like she wanted to have an argument with 
someone. She criticized Ian for not being enough of a friend to 
Cees, but Ian chose to let that comment slide. He was not in the 
mood for bullshit this evening. Angele continued confrontational, 
peppering her talk with catty observations. 

Ian thought about saying more to get around the inevitable 
snappy attitude to stupid conversations when he noticed a lack of 
fresh air despite someone having opened the door. The block? 
Mylene. She was standing next to him. He smiled widely, unable 
to control his emotions." Hi!" 

"Hi yourself!" Mylene said, beaming. She could barely keep her 
emotions to herself. "Look, I don't care who else you've been with 
or where you've been. And I don't care what anyone else says 
about you — good or bad." The chair creaked as she sat in his lap 
and put her arms around him. "All that matters is that we're into 
each other." 

She kissed him. 

He didn't resist. 

Ken and Angele looked at each other like they were thinking of 


moving to another table. 

Marie came over, put her hand on Myleéne's right shoulder, and 
said, "We're drunk, Mee. We need to leave before peeps say you 
should rent a room." 

Angéle looked at Marie, eyes wide open in amazement. She 
feared she would never understand the younger generation. 

Mylene stopped kissing Ian, who looked at her dolefully as she 
got up and walked slowly to her table to get her things. Marie had 
shocked Mylene awake from her romantic reverie. Ian was 
speechless and had been similarly shocked awake. Mylene was 
walking toward Marie who was standing near the door when she 
suddenly went back to Ian and planted another kiss on his lips, 
both her hands on his cheeks. Again, he didn't resist. She slipped a 
post-it into his shirt pocket. "Call me! I'll pick up. I promise!" 

Ian, wide-eyed, smiled, mouth agape. 

Marie ushered Mylene towards the door and then looked over at 
Ian, smiled, and winked. 

Ken watched as the door closed. He whistled through his teeth. 
"Nice going! Who'd you have to off to land that South American 
hottie?" 

Ian looked at Ken crossed and shook his head. "That is just so 
sexist. Also, 'South American’? How would you know?" 

"I made an educated guess?" 

"Maybe go back to school? In any case, I wouldn't read too 
much into any of that if I were you." 

Angéle hmphed and quipped, "Robbing the cradle now?" 

"Heh! Ageist to boot! Really, Angele? You're better than that." 

Angéle's mouth was agape. 

What Angele had to say was mostly unimportant to Jan. If he 
was no longer important to her aside from her snappy, catty 
comments and long diatribes on her definition of friendship, she 
certainly wasn't going to be important to him. In the light of the 
bar, he'd seen Angéle for what she really was, and she'd left a bad 
impression on him. 

The impression on his lips from Mylene was still quite present. 
He knew it was going to fade within time; the memory of it was 
another matter. 


Call ended, Joe put his cellphone in his pocket. He'd been 
advised against doing this for a while now. He figured nothing 
would happen and he'd simply go back to leaving it lying around 
somewhere, forgetting where he'd put it. 

"Josianne told me all about Rob", said Joe, standing at the entry 
to the living room. "I never did ask you: Just how rough were you 
with him?" 

Dana was on the sofa, comfortably reclined, wearing the same 
sunglasses she'd had on during her meeting with her bio-bad. 
She'd since been to the hairdressers to have the dark grey streaks 
accompanied by mauve tint. She was wearing a style of clothes 
she'd dressed up in for Rob. 

"Not terribly", said Dana, exhaling noticeably. "I took your 
advice, played mom, timed everything, and then blew his straw 
house down." She lowered her sunglasses. "It's not as if I smacked 
him over the head with a rubber mallet and then broke his 
kneecaps." 

Joe looked at Dana. He felt bad for his part in this but took some 
satisfaction that Rob had got what he was coming to him after all 
these years, only he didn't realize just how fragile Rob had 
become. 

"How was I to know that he was in such a state of mind?" asked 
Dana. "Something tells me, if I'd been nicer or even more direct, 
that his world would have crumbled apart anyway." 

Joe slowly nodded. "Do you feel any remorse over this?" 

Dana nodded. "I'm too numb right now to feel much right now." 

"Yeah, painkillers will make you feel that way." 

"Who knew kick-boxing was so hard?" 


They'd walked around the block a few times before deciding to 
make a straight line for the metro station. 

"Air is good when you're drunk", said Marie. 

"I've never doubted it", said Myléne, wiping her mouth with a 
kleenex. 

"I can’t believe you did that!" 

Mylene looked at Marie incredulously. "Are you serious? This", 


she said pointing to the garbage can, "happens all the time here, 
especially on weekends." 

"Ick, yeah. No, I meant back in the bar." 

"What? With Ian? Yeah, I guess." She laughed a bit. "What will 
I tell him when he calls?" 

Marie stopped and looked at Myléne incredulously. "Are you 
for real?" 

"I don't think that was really me back there." 

"It was. But just that one time. And given the circumstances. As 
for that call, make like a leaf on a lake. See where the current 
takes you. Come on." 

Mylene smiled. 

"Oh look. It's Jillianne", continued Marie. "Brace yourself, hon, 
this is 'bout to get bad." 

"No violence, I hope", said Mylene. 

"Hardly. Not from me anyway." Marie laughed. 

Mylene got concerned. To her, Marie seemed calmer since they 
left the bar. However, they were also both fairly drunk since 
leaving the bar. 

"Anyway", continued Marie, "just be prepared for what's to 
come. Oh Jillianne!" spoke operatically a drunk Marie, laughing 
almost deviously. Myléne played along a little. 

Jillianne was alone. "Yes?" She couldn't figure out who this 
was. 

"And how are you, darling?" 

Eye contact. Sudden recognition. A loud gasp. "Marie!" 

"The one and only! Waiting on the corner for someone? Getting 
a little cool outside, isn't it? Especially in that get-up", she said, 
pointing to Jillianne's skimpy clothes. "Except for those of us 
moving around. Blood circulation, y'know." 

Jillianne looked at Marie wondering where she was going with 
all this. "Yeah, I'm familiar with the concept", she said 
defensively. 

"By the way, I got messaged by someone named Lisette. One of 
your online friends? From Sherbrooke? Such a pleasant person, 
her. She told me all about one of your exes — heh, victim is more 
like it. Did you know, that poor thing..." 


"You went snooping in my profile?" 

"If you don't want your life made public, don't be on social 
media, hon. Now where was I?" 

Mylene chimed in: "That poor thing'...?" She too wondered 
where Marie was going with all this, although an idea of it had 
started to form in her head the more Marie mentioned certain 
names and places. She hoped it wasn't who she was thinking of. 

"Oh yes", said Marie. "Why thank you, Mylene! You're such... a 
good... reliable... friend. Everyone should have someone like you 
in their lives. Yes, so, such a sweet girl, your ex, so full of life, 
talent, and promise, and yet so unsure of herself. And so young. 
Far too young to take the way out, especially after you took 
advantage of her and then erased her from your life." 

Myleéne's eyes went wide. She hoped Marie's figure of speech 
didn't mean what she thought it meant. She didn't want to imagine 
that this was who Marie was talking about. Her heart beat faster. 

Jillianne just stood there, trying to appear unimpressed. It only 
hid what was a growing fear inside her. 

Marie continued: "Yeah, poor Béatrice, taking her own life, and 
all because of you. What a waste." 

Mylene tried to stem what she was feeling inside. The alcohol 
and night air weren't helping in this regard, as her jaw dropped 
and her eyes showed disbelief over what her ears had heard. 
"Béatrice?" 

Marie nodded and pouted. "Yeah, Béatrice, your first real friend 
in that private school you 'loved' so much. Yep." 

Jillianne had the air of someone about to go full-denial. 
"Mylene, like you're gonna believe this crazy... person. We've 
been tight since we first met. Who got you your first paying job? 
Who nudged you towards your first relationship?" 

Mylene regained her composure and practically death-stared at 
Jillianne. "Who fucked over one of my childhood friends?" she 
asked. 

"That's me, by the way", chimed in Marie, smiling angelically. 

"Who raked her through the mud and called her crazy not five 
seconds gone?" continued Mylene. "And Béatrice?" 

"Look, I'm as shocked about this as you are!" exclaimed 


Jillianne. 

"More shocked than when Lisette told you back then? Or less?" 
asked Marie. "No, I imagine it must be less. The shock usually 
lessens with each denial and/or retelling." 

Jillianne looked at Marie like an annoying inconvenience, which 
she was, given the situation. She looked back at Mylene but 
noticed that Myleéne's facial expression had changed drastically. 

Mylene felt like she was going to explode. "Marie?" 

"Yes, dear?" Marie asked almost angelically. 

"We're leaving. Now. Before I do something really stupid." 

Jillianne's veneer of annoyance gave way to downright fear, 
almost terror, cutting her to the core, when she saw how angry 
Mylene looked but also remembered that Myléne had posted 
recently on social media about having attained her blue belt. 
Jillianne wasn't about to press her luck with Mylene. 

Marie hooked her arm in Mylene's and got them walking down 
the street, saying within earshot of Jillianne, "She's not worth it. 
Types like her never are. Oh Jillianne?" she called backwards. 
"Hey small-town girl, remember this: Montreal's my city. Watch 
your back, honey." 

Neither of them cared at that point about how Jillianne looked 
or felt. They were both moving forward. 

Jillianne felt less fear the more distance there was between 
them. She regained her confidence enough to notice that her date 
was late. He was supposed to have been there a few minutes ago. 
She realized that was when Marie and Mylene also showed up. 
She looked around not-too-frantically, wondering where he was. 
He was standing some metres away from her, wide-eyed. She 
wasn't sure how much of that altercation he'd overheard, even 
judging by the look on his face. He smiled nervously and then 
waved before walking off. 

A too-cool wind blew off the mountain. Jillianne couldn't 
contemplate following him. 


Ian was alone again. At this moment, he preferred it like that. 
He walked up a side street just to minimize the amount of traffic 
noise around him. He made a turn toward Jeanne-Mance Park. 


The sky was clear, the temperature cooler than before, the 
extended summer having finally run its course. Since going on 
severance, Ian's perception of time was skewed. Outings with 
Mylene had centred him somewhat, as had his TESL classes three 
times a week, but it wasn't the same sort of schedule he'd had with 
his previous job. 

He'd gotten tired of being around Angéle and Ken. He wondered 
why he had even considered taking them up on the offer of drinks. 

"Like old times." 

The meeting at Joe's last night did wonders for letting his guard 
down and putting him too much at ease. He knew after the get- 
together this evening, seeing Ken and Angéle, then seeing 
Mylene, all in the same place, all within the same general time, 
that every event had its place. Old times were for memories. 

A cool wind came down from the mountain, serving not to 
relieve but instead to chill. Crossing his arms, Ian contemplated 
all his tomorrows, knowing that they would lead from fall to 
winter and days which were going to get shorter, colder. This was 
obvious to anyone with a brain. But for other things in life, he had 
no idea. He had no idea whether last night's meet-up would 
eventually yield the desired results at next year's AGM or merely 
make annoying noise. He had no idea whether he intended to stay 
in Montreal or not, his memories weighing him down but last 
night's meet-up reminding him of why he liked this place so 
much. 

He looked at the post-it that Mylene had slipped him. He 
smiled. The wind didn't feel so cool quite suddenly. 

He had no idea how long Cees would be in the hospital and if it 
was to lead to something more severe, graver. He had no idea 
whether Mylene would really pick up the phone if he called her 
tomorrow. And he had no idea whether or not these TESL courses 
he was taking would get him more and better work. He did know 
that he was no longer curious about all things Angele. 

A poorly-dressed younger woman passed by him under a park 
lamp, looking despondent though appearing quite in her own 
head. Shivering, too. It was Jillianne. Ian recalled Marie saying 
that Jillianne lived in Mile-End. 


"At least she won't have far to go." 

He couldn't be bothered to draw attention to himself by saying 
to her so little as "hi" in passing. He couldn't feel anything for her, 
knowing what he knew about her from others, by his own eyes 
and ears. 

He had a flashback to Wales, to the life-preserver being battered 
further upon immovable, uncaring rocks, brought in by 
indiscriminate waves. Seeing Jillianne walk by, Ian suddenly felt 
more the rock than the life preserver. 

Whatever tomorrow brought, no matter how many of his 
decisions turned sour, he intended to face things without regret or 
desperation but with all determination. 

He decided not to wait for tomorrow to call Mylene. 


Marie stayed the night at Myléne's. Dana had joined them for an 
impromptu slumber party, like old times, before going elsewhere. 

Marie blabbed to Dana about Myléne making the first move on 
Ian. Mylene laughed but then said no that it wouldn't go anywhere 
and please stop saying it like that. Dana just looked at Mylene 
incredulously. Mylene burst out into laughter once more, as did 
they all. 

Occasional laughter wafted up through the crack of an open 
window one storey up. Adam figured for the temp outside it was a 
little off to have a window open, even a crack, yet he made no 
move to shut his window. 

The evening air had sobered Marie and Mylene up enough that 
they were tipsy by the time they arrived but were in the mood to 
continue. Dana went into her apartment for more. 

As she left Myléne's apartment, Dana noticed out of the corer 
of her eye someone looking at her from upstairs. It was Adam, 
hoping not to be noticed but failing at it nicely. She smiled at him 
and then went into her place. 

Back in Myléne's apartment, Mylene noticed that she'd missed a 
call. There was a voicemail. Eyes wide as she listened, Myléne 
doubted herself long enough to ask Marie what she would do. 
Question answered, Mylene texted its sender to say okay for 
tomorrow. 


Mylene felt like dancing and Marie wanted to encourage her 
and joined in after putting on some tunes. Each for their own 
reasons felt like they were soaring on air. 

Dana came back and didn't care why they were dancing. She, 
too, felt strangely liberated though physically still sore. She 
eventually slipped out but not before making some offhand, non- 
sequitur comment about what a sleazeball Herman seemed, only 
to backtrack and say she didn't know why she said that, 
considering she'd only met him once, but then one-eightied again 
and paraphrased Marie and Adam's words concerning him. 

Mylene and Marie talked about how disgusting both Herman 
and Jillianne were. 

Marie spoke of Herman being a missing link. 

Mylene asked what to. 

"Longshot. Step four", responded Marie. 

Myléne's eyes went wide before she burst out in laughter. 
Dana laughed in confusion. She had no idea what they were 
talking about but recalled Marie as she was many years ago. She 
also recalled her earlier text message back-and-forth with Marie. 

Whatever Marie had planned, Dana was in. 

11pm became 2am and Marie passed out. 

Dana said night-night earlier than that. 

Mylene had to get up early. 


She walked up the stairs, knocked on Adam's door, holding in 
her hand what was left of a bottle of red wine. Dana hoped he had 
at least one clean cup somewhere in his apartment. 


He saw the obituary online. He hoped he had given the right 
information. The family tree was not exactly his passion. He 
knew that Violette was descended from a rather large family in 
the Laurentians but how large and to what he extent he knew not. 
It, too, would have to wait. He looked once more at the brown 
envelope given to him. He would know its contents in two days. 


She arrived late, though not too late. She thought she sounded 
terrible. She was slightly hung-over, very tired, and had yet to 


have even as little as one cup of coffee. 

The fresh air had done her some good but it was nothing 
compared to a greasy breakfast and bottomless coffee. In his 
message, Ian had suggested going to Place Milton. They talked — 
slowly at first but picking up speed as the haze lifted. 

They talked about a number of things, with Ian mentioning that 
he'd seen a rather forlorn Jillianne walking through the park last 
night. Mylene filled in his info gaps. He suggested he could help 
out on social media regarding everyone's "Jilli problems", to 
which Mylene laughed but said don't bother, as it would be all 
downhill from here for her: Marie would make sure of it. At some 
point, they talked about their brief encounter last night. 

"What you saw? How I acted? That really wasn't me. Sorry", 
said Mylene, grimacing. 

"No. No, of course not", said Ian, not really convinced of this. "I 
once knew a guy in university. Kept his feelings about things all 
bottled up. Except when he'd had one too many. So no worries." 
He smiled at her, looking fondly at her face. 

"What?" she asked, almost laughing. 

He looked at her sincerely, confidently. "If I can be me? I really, 
really missed you. You have no idea..." 

She smiled despite herself and said, "I think I do." She looked at 
him similarly. 

"Again, no worries about last night. I don't know if you'd 
noticed, but I didn't exactly resist." 

Mylene laughed a little. "And was that Angéle I saw at your 
table last night?" 

"Yeah. My ex. The one I'm over now." 

Mylene smiled some more. Her hand passed over his, gently, 
holding it. "I think we should talk about us." 

"Excuse me? Are you leaving soon?" said a woman in a young 
couple. 

"Oh, for fuck's sake!" Mylene said, volume increasing with each 
syllable, rolling her eyes, tensing her hand up on Jan's. "Not this 
shit again!" 

"Excuse us", said Ian, calmly and smiling. "Fuck off. We're 
having a moment." Ian now had his other hand on Myleéne's, 


trying to calm her down. 
The young couple looked frightened and walked away. 
"Works every time", said Ian. 
Mylene laughed, now with both hands on his. 


"It's too bad we can't spend more time together this morning", 
said Dana. "I was going to make you breakfast." 

Adam looked at Dana fondly. "Breakfast? Do I look like I don't 
have time for breakfast? Oh, please do." 

"But, don't you have to meet Ian soon?" 

"Yeah, like, pre-lunch coffee? Besides, I think he may be a bit 
busy at this moment." Adam winked at Dana. 

Dana looked at Adam curiously as they left. She decided to 
check in on Mylene. 

"I get the impression that she won't answer", said Adam. 

Who did answer the door was Marie, black hair bobbed and 
straight but all spiky, a character from a fantasy RPG but not in 
such a good state. "Did anyone get the name of the person who 
cast the Meteorite spell on me?" 

"Meteorite? And here I thought it was Flare." 

"Nerd", said Dana to Adam. 

"And that's one of my better qualities", said Adam. 

Marie smiled at Adam knowingly. 

"Hey Marie, you'll live", said Dana. "Is Mylene around?" 

Marie looked in Myléne's apartment and then shook her head. 

Dana looked at Adam. 

"Told ya", said Adam. 

Marie smirked at Adam. 

Dana felt like she'd missed a beat. 


"Listen, I have a favour to ask you", said Ian. "If it's too much, 
then I understand." 

"Well, I won't know if it's too much until you ask", quipped 
Mylene, a little more awake than before. 

He laughed a little. "Fair enough. I have to go to Trois- 
Riviéres." 

Mylene looked disappointed. "So, how soon do you have to cut 


short our breakfast date?" 

"Not at all. But I would like you to come with me. You being 
there would mean a lot to me." 

She smiled a little. "You'd like me to meet Violette?" 

"Well, that's one way of putting it." He showed her something 
he'd printed up earlier. 


Obituary 
Violette Marie Catherine Cournoyer 


(née Beaven). 
Born on February 20, 1919, in Lachute, Quebec, 
Violette passed away in her sleep 
in her residence in Trois-Riviéres 
on October 4th, 2008. 
She was predeceased by her husband, 
Rosaire Joseph Cournoyer. 

She is survived by her children Aline (Richard) 
and Manon (Denis) and sons Robert (Sarah) 
and Hector (Elsie). 

She is also survived by her grandchildren Ian, 
Mark, Liam, Emilie, Maryse, Bruno, and Marie- 
Eve, as well as three great-grandchildren 
Elisha, Malik, and Malorie. 

As requested by the family, 
there will be no service. 

In memory of Mme. Cournoyer and in lieu of 
condolences, the family suggest that donations 
can be made to Diabetes Canada in Violette's 
name. 


"Oh." 

"Yeah. She's gone." 

"I'm so sorry, Ian." She came over and hugged him. 

He looked up at her, smiling. "Thanks. If you're willing, we'll 
leave early tomorrow." 

"I have a class at 4pm, so I'd have to leave early from there." 

"Me, too. I'll be driving, and we should be done by 1pm. Family 


lunch." 

She scrunched her lips. "Should we look forward to that?" 

"A necessity, unless the rest of my family cops out, and then it 
would be a coffee and a croissant." 

Mylene laughed. "What will you do after breakfast today?" 

"I'd love to spend the rest of the day with you." He sighed a 
little. "The more I think about it, I'd love to spend the rest of my 
days with you." 

She smiled. "One thing at a time. But it does sound nice. 
Seriously, though?" 

"I have some things to get in order for tomorrow, including the 
aforementioned car. Meet me at metro Préfontaine?" 

"Will do." 

"And I have an interview with Adam later today." 

"Interview?" 

"Yeah, he's decided to change the focus of his thesis to 
something more practical, less abstract. It seems I now have a role 
to play in that." 

"Curious." 


"Can I run a tab on a pot of coffee?" Ian asked the barista. 

She looked like it wasn't the first time she'd heard such a request 
but smiled and shook her head. 

"Ah, it was worth a try." 

Ian ordered his three-shot latte and waited as Adam came into 
the café. 

"Fresh as a daisy, I see", said Adam, smiling at a somewhat 
boyishly dishevelled Ian. 

Ian thought it strange. That was the third time he'd seen Adam 
smile that way. It was never all the time but only on certain days. 
Trouble was, Ian couldn't establish a pattern at all. He began to 
wonder if it wasn't when but rather under which circumstances 
Adam appeared like this. Ian's own inquest would have to wait. 

"Should we start?" asked Adam. 

"One sec." He took a rather large gulp of hot coffee. Once he 
expelled the excess heat from his mouth, he said, "Yep, now I'm 
good to go." 


"You sure?" 

"Better now than never. And I kinda owe you." 

Adam looked at Ian curiously before nodding and smiling in 
recognition. "Nice! So, first question: Why did you ever get 
involved politically in the first place?" asked Adam. 

Ian shrugged his shoulders. "I wanted to be involved with 
something bigger than me. And I wanted to get the good guys 
elected in the face of obvious wrong. I also realized I had a talent 
for organization and campaigning." 

"If that's the case, then why not work in politics full-time?" 

"Because a) a full-time job in politics isn't the same as working 
on a campaign; and b) sometimes the good guys turn out worse 
than the bad guys." He sipped his coffee. "In any case, they didn't 
seem to appreciate my opinions. But I no longer care." 

"Why's that?" 

"Well, technically, I'm retired." 

"So why the election that just passed? And why the CUAA?" 

"For the election, someone asked me, but I gave minimal 
support. I was hardly on anyone's radar politically. For the 
CUAA, because it's a new challenge, and I like new challenges." 

"To hear you talk about your experiences, I don't think I could 
ever get up to that level, even if I wanted to get involved." 

"At the risk of sounding patronizing, I once said something 
similar to someone else, on my first campaign ever. In response, 
she told me that experience is never conferred by degree: You get 
it over time, doing the best you can the first time around and 
learning from your mistakes. Another person on that campaign 
said to me, 'If you can do the small jobs well, then you'll be able 
to do the bigger jobs well'. Do you know what my first task was 
as a volunteer?" 

Adam shrugged his shoulders. 

"Stuffing envelopes. Yeht. Stuffing envelopes. Not even folding 
the paper that went into those envelopes — that came shortly 
afterwards. Then I was asked could I put leaflets in mailboxes; 
after that, accompany a candidate to an event; after that, the same 
but going door-to-door. Eventually, I led a door-to-door team, 
with me doing the talking at the door." 


"How many campaigns did that take you?" 

"Oh, it was all in the same campaign." 

Adam looked at Ian, stunned. 

"Like I was told, do the small things well and all that. Don't 
look too surprised. However, it was a while before I was put in 
charge of anything larger than a D2D squad. Some time later, I'm 
running a small, low-priority campaign." 

"You make it sound easy." 

"With time, yeah. And you wonder how those smaller past jobs 
could've been so difficult. So yeah, it becomes easier. And, in 
some respects, harder." 

Adam looked at Ian, puzzled. "Why harder?" 

"New challenges. Changes in technology. Take the media, for 
example. How do people get their info now?" 

"Internet in general. Traditional media, like TV, radio, 
newspapers, magazines." 

"Sure. And at one time, it was all that, minus the internet, ‘cause 
there was no internet; at least, not as we know it now. Campaigns 
also used to let people know of things by the post, leaflet drops, 
and phone calls — ugh, there's soul-sucking work." 

Adam smirked a little. 

"But now, well, we still do all that but less than before. Since 
then, we've had email and websites. And now there's social 
media." 

Adam smiled and shook his head. The last time Ian brought up 
this subject, Adam was frustrated but now decided to maintain his 
cool. He put his pen down. "Again, I say there's no potential for 
campaigning in social media. Whatever kind of campaigning 
people are doing with it now will soon hit a dead-end. Social 
media is too social. It's all about likes and common interests, 
plates of food, selfies, cats, dogs. There's no real room for the 
kind of advertising one needs in political campaigns, even the 
non-partisan sorts." 

"I don't agree, and you should quote yourself on what you just 
said, because here's the kicker. Okay, so you're the one doing an 
MA in Comms, so I suppose I should defer to you in all things 
communications-related. Fine. No flippancy here. But me? I'm 


coming from the perspective of an experienced campaigner, a 
street-level activist, and a social-media end-user. I'm tellin’ you, 
since at least 2004, there's been growing potential from one 
campaign to the next. I say that 10 years from now the media 
scene will have changed. And how campaigns are done will 
follow that change. And when they do — and I'm going to be ageist 
here — but any campaign whose Comms person isn't social-media 
savvy at first blush won't even have a chance at winning." 

Adam looked puzzled. "Why ageist?" 

"Because it'll be youth who are the savviest in social media. 
Think about it. I'm 36. I came into email at university, websites 
after that, and social media starting five years ago. Now, I'm a 
quick learner and I'm tech-savvy to a point, but someone half my 
age will have grown up with all that. For me, it's acquired. For 
them? Second nature. Who better to exploit the possibilities of 
social media than someone who knows the ins and outs of it?" 

"What about traditional media?" 

"Maybe there'll be less of it 10 years from now. Given that, it'd 
be easier to teach a tech-savvy type about traditional media than it 
would an older person about the intricacies of social media and 
which sites work best for whatever job needs doing." 

"Just one problem: Everyone in comms knows that politics is 
career suicide." 

"Ah, that's the snag, isn't it? Depends on who you work for and 
when." 

"Lots of good quotes here." 

"I just hope it passes muster with your advisor." 

"Me, too. It's one part of my thesis, but I think you've helped me 
greatly here." 

Ian took another sip of his coffee, concealing a smile. He 
realized that he was about to have something even Cees didn't 
have: his political thoughts in print. 


Marie smiled when Ian walked into the bar. 

She'd taken Sunday afternoon shift when Cammy told their boss 
the night before that she couldn't come in. Their boss approached 
Marie about doing Sunday afternoon, but she couldn't imagine 


what she was thinking, crashing at Myleéne's place, getting 
suddenly woken up by Dana, scrambling back to her place to get 
herself in order, and back down to the bar for 2pm. She still had 
exams to study for. 

Sunday afternoon could be dead or lively, sometimes depending 
on which sports event was on the TV, sometimes depending on 
people just going to the bar for any old reason. Right now, it was 
just her and her music. She figured that midterms played a role in 
this tranquillity. She thought herself fortunate that she generally 
took copious notes and had set some time aside for review, but 
she still needed to look over those notes in more detail, doing so 
between inventory and the first customer. Whether Jillianne had 
been too much in either her heart or her mind, Marie made sure 
that her study notes were up to date. Cramming for an exam 
simply wasn't her style. 

She'd gotten herself in order as much as she could but upon 
looking in the mirror could notice telltale signs of a short night’s 
sleep. She hoped no one else noticed this in the dark of the bar. 

Ian sat down, contented yet tired, from what Marie could see. 
She assumed he felt content due to certain problems resolved, and 
tired because of some recent experiences that had noticeably worn 
him down though not out. Knowing what she knew of him from 
recent days, she could understand why. All the same, she felt 
content knowing she wasn't the only one who could use another 
four hours of sleep. 

He nodded in beat with the music. "I don't know this version of 
"French Disko’. An early cut?" asked Ian, referring to the music 
playing. 

She smiled at him. "Yup! I like some things raw and unfiltered. 
So, what will it be today?" 

"One Bloody Caesar, hold the Caesar." 

Marie laughed then looked at him perplexed. "So just a 
Clamato?" 

"For starters. Then we'll see where the afternoon takes me." He 
smiled. "And one for yourself?" he asked, holding up a five. 

"Cammy mentioned that you do this. A server could get rich off 
of you." 


"Once I win the 6/49, sure." 

Marie laughed. "I never refuse a free drink. Since I'm on shift, 
I'll have what you're having." 

They held up their glasses. Ian said, "To emotional roller- 
coasters: May we only ever ride them once." 

Marie rolled her eyes and then laughed, clinking glasses. She 
looked at Ian as if to say, "Oh you!" She marvelled that Ian had 
the right words for the occasion. She counter-toasted. "To lottery 
wins: May we have them only once." 

Ian laughed a little. "It's been a time for each of us, hasn't it?" 

Marie shook her head. "Yeah. Has it ever! Mee and I were 
talking about that last night, before you saw us." Marie then had 
the look on her face of pent-up anger that Ian had only seen once. 
"That Herman! He makes my blood boil! I've upgraded him from 
dipshit to douche!" 

Ian laughed a little. "Tell me about it." 

"I don't know who makes me angrier: Jillianne or Herman." 

"I wasn't aware that there was a contest. For sure, he's persona 
fuckoffa in my books now. I can't forgive him for what he did to 
Mylene. Him doing it to me I can deal with, but not Mylene. And 
as for Jillianne, I don't like what she did to you." 

"If you wait long enough, defeat turns into victory." She smiled 
and winked a little at Ian. 

Ian looked at her curiously and then smiled. He sipped his 
Clamato. 

She took comfort in Ian being there. "Still, I have to feel sorry 
for her." 

"Good god, why?" He splayed his hands. "I mean, why would 
you?" 

She shook her head. "Jillianne... I don't know. Call it intuition, 
but I think she'll never learn. Or maybe she will learn, but only 
after she's done it to the wrong person." 

"In your case, I think she did." 

Marie smiled again. "And Herman? Will he ever learn?" 

"Ah, there's the tragedy. He's become that guy, the one who 
thinks that he's right on some level, even when it's clearly wrong, 
no matter what he does. But he'll deflect and engage in 


nonsequiturs if it has him winning the argument." 

Marie scrunched up her face. "I despise him even more now." 
She changed back to smiling. "But I'm happy for you and 
Mylene!" 

Ian stared at her in Quint and said calmly, "Do you know how 
much I hate it when people are happy that I'm in a relationship?" 

Marie was stunned. "What? Seriously? A relationship?" 

He looked at her perplexed. "Yeah, as of this morning." 

"I was talking about you two patching things up. Still, I'm happy 
for you in a relationship." 

He shook his head. "Yeah, a relationship. Like, 'oh here now, 
he's an honest man." 

She laughed nervously, eyes wide. "I didn't mean it like that." 

Ian smirked. "Yeah. Somehow I knew that. I was just messing 
with you." 

She laughed. "I'm happy that you trust your heart more now, and 
I'm happy that Mee has re-opened hers." 

"Me, too. The only thing worse than being afraid to walk 
through an open door is willingly locking yourself in. 'A cage 
with no bars', as someone once put it." 

"Hey. Change of subject. I know it's a bit far away, but my mom 
wants to hold a Hallowe'en party. I believe you already know my 
mom." 

Ian po-faced a little and shook his head. "Not that I can recall." 

"Josianne?" 

Ian went wide-eyed. "Josianne? Like, Josianne Demers? My 
newest partner-in-crime? She's your mom? No way! I didn't 
know. Small world!" 

Marie smiled widely. "Yeah, it is. I guess we'll run into each 
other quite a bit in the future!" 

"Count on it!" 

"So, party? You in?" 

Ian smiled. "Yeah, sure! I never turn down an opportunity to 
party. Dress up?" 

"Oh, for sure! Thinking Pippi Longstocking." 

"Strong enough to take on the world?" 

"Boo-yeah!" she laughed. 


"I think this party's a great idea." 

"M'ma feels everyone is due a good party, given recent events." 

"In my opinion, there's never a bad time for a party." 

"Maybe at a funeral?" 

"True. But we usually wake after the service." 

Marie smiled and looked amazed at Ian. "Do tell." 

"Yeah, it's more an adopted thing." Ian looked around like a fly 
was buzzing. The music had changed. "Interpol?" 

"Nope. She Wants Revenge. Say, Ian, I may need your help with 
something." 

"Something?" 

"Yeah. Or someone. Two of them." 

He looked at her curiously. "Do tell." 


"T'm truly lucky." 

Ian noticed two weeks later that Herman posted this catchphrase 
on his Facebook wall, photo included. 

"I found someone who's really like me! It's a love that's meant to 
be! I love you so much!" 

Ian read the rest and, seeing who Herman had shacked up with 
this time, could only have one thought: 

"Oh you poor dumb shit. Not her!" 

He wondered how his part in Marie's plan — she called it a 
"practical joke" — would play out and he felt that what he'd just 
seen was one result of that. He had no idea that it would involve 
Jillianne. He figured that, if anyone could send Herman over the 
edge and make him hate women after that, Jillianne would. 

But in too many ways, Ian could no longer be sympathetic to 
any position Herman had put himself in. Herman had exhausted 
Ian's sympathy some time ago. After the mental poisoning 
Herman had inflicted on Mylene and the resulting turmoil that Ian 
went through, Ian just couldn't even muster up a modicum of 
concern for Herman. In fact, he was tempted to wish the new 
couple all the best with a winky face but felt even that was too 
much for them. 

Even though he played his part in this "practical joke", he had 
no desire to see the end result. But looking at Herman's profile 


update put paid to that. He still couldn't resist looking at 
Jillianne's profile, just to see what she was saying about everyone 
else. There were few Facebook posts from her about Herman — 
most of hers were mainly concentrated on animal rights. 

"No more slagging Marie, at least." 

Ian thought about those last words and how it was perhaps best 
not to think about Jillianne anymore. She'd done damage to the 
wrong person. He marvelled at how Marie's mind worked and 
vowed never to play chess with her. 

"Scrabble's safer." 

He felt he was about to witness a slo-mo train wreck and knew 
that, to him, it would be equal parts appalling and fascinating. 

He had to get off social media for the nonce: He had a date 
tonight, and he had something to mail. 


Dana decided to do some more investigation into her bio-mom's 
background. 

She had to look up but quietly some religious sect in rural 
Quebec; there seemed to be limited information about it online; 
she had to consult whatever there was available at the 
Bibliotheque nationale; however, she had no desire to raise any 
flags among the public. She didn't really need to know why her 
bio-mom came to Montreal — "Everyone has their reasons" — but 
was more interested in what made her and her own mother leave 
where they were born. 

For now, she had to put this all aside: She was going out this 
evening; just her and one other; nobody else. 


Interlude 


"A bit late?" asked Mylene, a few weeks later, dressed up 
Cleopatra-like in a trench coat. 

"What, five minutes?" said Ian, dressed up Roman emperot-like, 
also in a trench coat. "We look like a pair of flashers." 

Her eyes looked droopy and her mouth hung open as she 
smacked him playfully. 

He laughed and continued: "I had to mail off a postcard." 


Mylene looked at him, batting her too-thick-by-half eyelashes. 
When they decided to go to Josianne's Hallowe'en party, Mylene 
wanted them to dress compatibly. And since she had already 
gotten tired of people saying how exotic she was, how she should 
be a model, or how she was a "hottie" of whatever discernable 
origin, she decided to play it to the hilt by dressing the Egyptian 
empress, so Ian had to play a Roman general. She also decided to 
respond "Why, yes I am" whenever someone else asked if she was 
a swimsuit model. Ian could only laugh to himself over this. 

When Josianne had decided that a party was in order, Marie 
couldn't jump on the idea fast enough. It was the first time in a 
while that Josianne had seen Marie neither sad nor scheming, 
though, with all recent events, this still left Josianne concerned. 
She hoped it was nothing. 

Dana had remarked before the party that they all now felt freer, 
less encumbered than in days past, and that it was lovely to see. 

Free was how Ian was yesterday when he received news that his 
family had decided to drop its contestation of Violette's last will 
and testament. Everything seemed okay when they showed up 
some weeks ago in Trois-Riviéres to hear Violette's notary read 
her will. She had surprised everyone there, Ian's parents included, 
when the notary decreed that, after liquidation of debts, all 
remaining money was to be divided between Ian and his cousin 
Mark, and that Ian was to hold Mark's half of things in trust until 
such time that Mark could be tracked down. Ian's parents and the 
others walked out rather abruptly when they heard that only Ian 
and Mark had paid regular visits to Violette, at least whenever 
Mark was in Canada. They figured that this was a poor reason for 
it. 

The notary had also given Ian a private letter and another 
document in an envelope. The document was his birth certificate, 
citing only one person as the parent, the other having been 
marked as "unknown". The letter was from Violette, about Ian, 
but not addressed to Ian, giving testament that Ian was his mother 
Aline's biological son, contrary to what Ian had been told by both 
his parents. Ian stared at the testament for a little while, stunned. 
Mylene put her arm around him. At that moment, she no longer 


questioned why Ian had asked her to be there with him. 

After that, he thought he was in the clear until a few days after, 
when he received a legal notice, contesting what was willed to 
him and Mark. He knew that, no matter which way things went, 
he most likely would never speak to his parents again. 

The Superior Court judge disagreed with Ian's family's 
reasoning and upheld Violette's last will. Despite the results, 
Mylene couldn't help but notice Ian's mom eking out a little smile 
when looking at him. Ian had decided that one last postcard to his 
parents was in order. 

"You know, you'll get to meet my parents tonight", said Mylene, 
rousing Ian back to the present. 

"I think I may've already met them, though not as your parents, 
if you get my drift", said Ian. 

"Well, this time they'll be in disguise." 

"So will I", said Ian, half-joking, "and that's not a bad thing." 

"Have you always been this apprehensive about meeting 
someone's parents?" 

"In a word, yes." 

"Muh muh muh. Come here, gorgeous." Myléne kissed him 
tenderly. 

"Has anyone ever told you how beautifully you kiss?" 

"Yeah, one guy, back in Cégep. Do me a favour? Don't be like 
him." 

He grinned. "Never." 

She looked at him tenderly. 

He almost laughed. "Stop making me smile so much. You'll 
break my face." 

She laughed. "Come on, General-pain-in-the-ass. Our subjects 
are waiting for us." 


Jillianne had seen the announcement of Josianne's Hallowe'en 
party on social media, as had Herman. 

They'd both discussed crashing this party, until they both 
realized that each of them had been getting shunned or nailed on 
social media and, even in disguise, would feel very uncomfortable 
at such a party. Given Ian's attitude towards him last time, 


Herman decided not to take any further chances. 

Herman had posted on the event wall, "Why am I not invited? 
Why, why, why?". Unlike when his parents died, this time, 
nobody answered his query; nobody wanted to, not even Ian. 

Later, Jillianne called Herman to say she needed to "talk about 
us" and suggested he come over to her place on the night before 
Josianne's Hallowe'en party. She was getting a little impatient 
about him hanging around her all the time, being clingy, saying 
things without really saying things. She felt they needed to be 
straightened out, and there was no better time than this. 

Herman had interpreted this as anything other than a "talk about 
us" and came over that evening with a six of beer and a few other 
things in his pockets. While Jillianne was in the washroom, he 
opened a beer for her but fumbled with one of the little packages 
he'd brought, only managing to get a pill into her bottle just in 
time for her to round the corner. She noticed the opened bottle and 
huffed at it, taking a tall glass from the cupboard. Pouring the 
bottle's contents into the glass, her eyes caught sight of a pill 
wrapper. 

Herman's eyes went wide. 

"What the fuck?" she muttered. 


Myléne knew of lots of things going on. Jillianne still told her 
stuff as if the events with Marie had never happened. Mostly, 
Mylene took note but otherwise couldn't be bothered to humour 
Jillianne. 

On occasion, Jillianne had sent Mylene a message maintaining 
her innocence in the whole affair with Marie. Mylene felt it 
prudent to copy and paste each message as it arrived into another 
message. Marie was well-informed despite Jillianne having 
blocked her before. 

The party had already been well underway by the time Ian and 
Mylene arrived. Dana and Adam followed soon after them. 

Dana arrived dressed like Little Debbie but in day-of-the-dead 
fashion, hair bound back in braids, with Adam the zombie-for-an- 
evening in tow. It was Gordie's suggestion that Adam dress as a 
zombie out of the Walking Dead. Marie had to help Adam 


visualize the colours from that black and white comic book. Dana 
helped with his make-up. 

Marie went sparse on the make-up by pencilling in a thin 
moustache. She'd pinned up her black-dyed hair in back and wore 
a dark jacket she'd picked up at a thrift store. She'd still 
considered her original choice up until an hour before the party 
started but instead opted for something more striking. 

There was no concern for people coming late to a party — things 
like this happened all the time in Montreal. 

But by the time Ian and Mylene had poured their first drinks, 
there was already much buzz from certain corners concerning 
Jillianne, much of it shocking. It wasn't surprising that Jillianne 
had become a subject of conversation at Josianne's Hallowe'en 
party, nor was she the only subject. Herman, too. 

There were posts on both Jillianne's and Herman's profiles, each 
with different accounts as to what had happened. There seemed to 
be no shortage of commenters sympathetic to the fact that there'd 
been an attempted sexual assault on Jillianne, that is up until she 
countered Herman's statement that he thought he had the right to 
sexually impose himself as they had been in a relationship. She 
was under zero illusion that they had been. Many commenters still 
believed that she'd been attacked, right down to the details of her 
pulling out the pepper spray and a bread knife. 

What was in doubt was that she hadn't been in a relationship 
with Herman. No amount of silence was helpful. 

Mylene didn't feign shock at anything she heard that evening. 
There was nothing surprising in all this. She felt that social media 
hadn't helped Jillianne at all. Rather, it only served to amplify and 
exacerbate her history. Short of logging off of Facebook for good, 
Jillianne couldn't hide from the opinion of public scorn. 

Ian felt a pang of guilt and shock knowing his role in this. He 
stayed quiet for the most part but could only say that Jillianne 
could press charges against Herman and use the "weapons" as an 
argument for self-defence. All the same, she should give solid 
testimony and make the evidence stick, otherwise, the judge could 
throw it all out and she'd never see justice. Ian also said that no 
matter how things went for Herman, his reputation would still be 


tattered and shit. 

Some people were a little taken aback by Ian's frank words but 
became resigned as the shock of them quickly wore off. Mylene 
looked over at Marie, who seemed unaffected by the news and 
almost ignorant to it all. Myléene's eyes went wide. She, too, had 
played a role in Marie's quasi-Grand Guignol but was unsure if 
she should be relieved by the justice wrought or horrified by 
injustice compounded. 

"At least Béatrice can rest in peace." 

Marie noticed Mylene looking at her. She came over and 
whispered in Myleéne's right ear: "For what it's worth, I feel bad, 
too." Marie pulled away and smiled that wicked little smile she'd 
had when she was 10 years old. 

Mylene smiled despite herself. 

Dana approached Marie and Mylene, smiling. She knew what 
had gone down, and she was happy to have had a part in it. 

Mélanie saw them together and told them she wanted to take a 
photo of them. "Say cheese!" 

They all smiled and spoke all at once through full smiles. 

Ian saw them smiling and overheard Mélanie telling them what 
to say but could swear they'd said "Never fuck with us." 

Other heads turned at this point. Ian figured it wasn't just him. 

Marie, Mylene, Dana: All three roared with laughter. It felt like 
old times. 


Coda 


He'd missed the messages. 

Not quite. 

He'd missed the overall substance of those messages and where 
points were going. Social media was something he was rather 
ambivalent about at the best of times. He wasn't sure how to 
respond to it all. The initial message spawned quite a back and 
forth between the other recipients, and he saw the notifications 
increase but wasn't sure he was game to do more than read the 
first few words of the first few responses. He got the idea 
nonetheless. 

"Why bother?" he asked himself. "That was so long ago. It was 
all fun then, but I've moved on to bigger things. And the alumni 
association? Again, why bother? They couldn't be bothered with 
people like me." 

He walked along the Main, wondering why his common-law 
partner had insisted on meeting up here again after all these years, 
where he and his group had hung out while in university. Some 
things had changed; others not so much. He knew she had 
something to tell him but felt it strange that she didn't wait til they 
were home to break whatever news she was going to tell him. 

He received a text from her, telling him to meet her at a certain 
address. He thought the address was familiar but couldn't be sure. 
On this street, he kept in mind where things were more by cross- 
street or by landmark, like Schwartz’. 

He saw her waiting, smiling, and it was in front of the address 
she'd texted to him. It was Le Mouton Noir. Different marquee, 
but still the same place. 

He looked at her incredulously. "Really?" 


"I thought it would be a good idea", said Jessie. "I mean, going 
out doesn't oblige us to go in groups, does it, Charles? What could 
it hurt?" 

"Fair points. And I think we're overdue for some 'us' time. Or is 
there another reason why you asked me to drop the kids off at my 
mom's?" 

"No. No other reason. Look at that large group at the big table." 

"Yeah, just like the old group. Your gang never did this, did 
they? Like, meet up at one bar or another?" 

"More like one bar and another; and every place in between at 
that time. And that's when we weren't hanging out at each other's 
places or around the university." 

Charles laughed a little. "I'm surprised you got any studying 
done. Any of you." 

"And yet we did. Life's a mystery sometimes." 

"Your gang is a mystery. They're practically inseparable, the 
way you talk about them, and from what I've seen at your 
reunions." 

"Yeah", Jessie said, smiling. "We are pretty close." 

Charles looked through the window, trying not to stare. "Yeah, I 
remember how my group used to practically monopolize this 
whole place." 

"Well, I propose that we take up only two spaces and menus. I'm 
starving!" 

"I think we can take a small table this time." 

She smiled. 

"So? What's the news you wanted to tell me?" 


Brendan noticed a postcard in his mailbox, only it wasn't 
addressed to him. It was for Claudia, three floors down. 

"Boy, did this miss the mark", he thought. 

As he walked downstairs to do his good deed for the day, he 
couldn't help but notice what was on the postcard. It was an image 
of a rural scene, the odd house here and there, almost a hamlet, 
the sunny day highlighting so many shades of green which 
surrounded the area, all this to make him run for a thesaurus. The 
postcard appeared to be more specially-made than mass- 


produced. He read the other side: 
"Hey Claudia, 
Blessed be. I'm married now. 
It happened in a blur. 
I hope you come and visit us someday. 
Love, 
your Mark." 

That was all the postcard said. Brendan looked at the photo 
again and smiled. He wondered if the scenery was like where his 
mom's mom had come from. There was no other information on 
the back, apart from the name of the village and the country of the 
stamp, both from Ireland. 


She received a postcard. She had received postcards several 
times in the past, always addressed to her and her husband. Her 
husband couldn't be bothered to check the mail, and postcards 
always seemed beneath his attention. The sender of these 
postcards never did know this but she always looked attentively at 
the image on the front and scrutinized the words on the back, no 
matter how irrelevant they were to what was on the front. She 
thought it was the sender being silly. 

"Dear parental units, 

The past tempts us. The present haunts us. 

What's coming up? The future which daunts us. 

Moving sideways is never an option: The future 

will always meet us head-on. 

We have no choice but to meet it with love, 

hope, and optimism. 

There is no other way. 

Love, 

your only child, Ian." 
She never let anyone know it, but she liked silly. 
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K.H. McMurray is a writer, 

Montreal-based since 1987. He is 
] the writer and publisher of the 

- s chapbook "A Visit" and the novel 


* a Old friends from university, still 
(ems ehanging out long after grad, are 
ES slowly coming to grips with life in 
their 30s and a degree of 
monotony this brings. All isn’t as 
sunny as they’d first thought. 


Childhood friends re-unite while in first year at university, feeling 
some anxiety as their teenage years come to an end. But with 
eight years gone by, how much has each of them changed? 


Two different worlds. Two different stories. There is no way 
those two worlds could ever find common ground, no way they 
could ever meet. 


Or is there? 
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